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D. H. LAWRENCE AND DOGS: 

CANINES AND THE CRITIQUE OF CIVILISATION 

 

CRISPIAN NEILL 

 

 

 

The significance of the animal as an object of representation within 

Lawrence’s oeuvre has attracted extensive critical commentary. 

Kenneth Inniss proposes that “Lawrence’s bestiary, in novel and 

poem alike, is intimately connected with central notions of his 

world-picture”.
1
 This identification of the non-human as a focal 

concern of Lawrence is echoed by Judith Ruderman, who suggests 

that by the 1920s animals became “the controlling symbols in 

Lawrence’s fiction, and accordingly he then gave his works animal 

titles”.
2
 More recent scholarship emphasises the relevance of 

Lawrence’s portrayal of animals in relation to the discourse of 

ecocriticism. Greg Gerrard uses the term “allomorphism” to 

describe Lawrence’s evocation of “the wondrous strangeness of 

animals”; a recognition of alterity that, within the ambit of 

ecocriticism, supports the role of animals in questioning the 

traditional placement of humans at the apex of the evolutionary 

continuum.
3
 These evaluations have focused upon Lawrence’s 

preoccupation with the non-human per se, aggregating an array of 

species thematically, rather than providing an extended examination 

of Lawrence’s treatment of a specific animal and its attendant 

characteristics. I argue that the unique interrelationship between 

human culture and canis familiaris invites closer critical scrutiny of 

the representation of the domestic dog within Lawrence’s writing. 

This is not, of course, to suggest that the dog is the sole animal 

species to enjoy extensive representation within Lawrence’s 

writing. The agency of the horse in shaping the development of 

human culture is, for example, stressed in Apocalypse (1931): 

“How the horse dominated the mind of the early races, especially of 

the Mediterranean! ... Far back, far back in our dark soul the horse 
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prances” (A 101). St. Mawr (1925) is an extended narrative 

engagement with the equine, and pivotal to the novella is the 

dichotomy between the concept of ownership, of dominion over the 

stallion, and the wild autonomy represented by the animal, which 

“embodies the last remnants of maleness in a eunuch civilization”.
4
 

The significance with which the horse is freighted by Lawrence, as 

a critique of modernity and a link to a lost animal vitality, is a 

conspicuous feature of the text. As a domesticated animal, the 

eponymous stallion can be owned – Lou “wanted to buy St. Mawr. 

She wanted him to belong to her” (SM 30) – yet is powerfully 

evocative of a vitality insubmissible to human control. The effect of 

St. Mawr upon his prospective human owner is epiphanic, “as if 

that mysterious fire of the horse’s body had split some rock in her” 

(SM 30).  

It is not my intention to propose a quantitative asymmetry in 

Lawrence’s writing between the representation of dogs and that of 

other animals. As Jeff Wallace notes, “tortoises, elephants, dogs, 

bats, fish, goats, mosquitos, snakes, lions and wolves” also merit 

consideration by Lawrence.
5
 However, it is the conflict between 

animal behaviour and the prohibitions demanded by human culture 

– particularly those associated with aggression and with 

excremental and sexual practices – that isolates dogs from other, 

associated domestic species and supports my contention of a 

qualitative difference attending Lawrence’s depiction of canines, in 

comparison with that of other animals.  

As I will describe below, the unparalleled intimacy of the 

association between dogs and human beings blurs species 

boundaries, but the failure of the dog, despite its domestication, to 

adhere to appropriate standards of human “civilised” behaviour – 

exemplified by transgressive public defecation, promiscuous 

copulation and coprophagy – conversely highlights its inescapable 

animality. The dog is, as James Serpell notes, an “interstitial” 

being, existing “precariously in the no-man’s land between the 

human and non-human worlds”.
6
 The equivocal nature of the dog 

serves for Lawrence – and within the wider context of modernist 
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writing – as a motif for interrogating ideas of domestication, and 

the concept’s construal as a negative attribute of human culture, and 

of the ordering of human/animal relations.  

Literary modernism’s engagement with the canine is 

exemplified by texts such as Flush: A Biography (1933), in which 

Virginia Woolf’s depiction of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s spaniel 

is unmistakably anthropomorphic. The titular dog is credited with 

human emotion – “love pure, love simple, love entire; love that 

brings no train of care in its wake” – and the novella’s co-mingling 

of animal and human attributes is echoed by other, associated 

representations of the domestic dog.
7
 For example, Franz Kafka’s 

Investigations of a Dog (written in 1922 but published in 1931) 

extends Woolf’s representation of the partial transformation of the 

dog into a narrative derived exclusively from a canine viewpoint; 

the dog becomes an emotionally-enabled quasi-human capable of 

self-representation. 

The ascription to dogs of notionally human attributes – 

intelligence, emotions, communicative powers – offers a means of 

questioning the relegation of animals influentially proposed by 

René Descartes, in which they are posited as essentially machines 

without minds or consciousness. Animals, suggests Descartes, may 

possess a range of superior physical capabilities to human beings, 

but their excellence is not guided by the application of intelligence. 

The hearing of a dog, for example, is more acute than that of human 

beings, but this attribute is a natural endowment of canines; the dog 

has not applied its intelligence to engineer hearing superior to 

humans and if it could do so, then, it would apply its intelligence to 

transcend humans in all other areas. The fact that animals cannot do 

this, Descartes argues, demonstrates that: 

 

they [animals] have no intelligence at all, and that it is nature 

that acts in them, according to the disposition of their organs – 

just as we see that a clock composed exclusively of wheels and 

springs can count the hours and measure time more accurately 

than we can with all our carefulness.
8
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Animal Theory has questioned this designation of animals as 

automata, devoid of consciousness and therefore categorically 

distinct from human beings. In particular, Donna Haraway has 

directly addressed the status of the dog as a “companion species”.
9
 

Humans and canines, she asserts, are defined by their 

interrelatedness rather than difference: “Through their reaching into 

each other, through their ‘prehensions’ or graspings, beings 

constitute each other and themselves. Beings do not preexist their 

relating”.
10

 Haraway stresses the co-evolution of dogs and humans, 

beginning with the emergence of dogs from wolves “50,000 to 

15,000 years ago”, as a dually cultural and biological process, 

indicative of a broader environmental imperative, in which species 

seek mutually beneficial partnerships, in contrast to the imposition 

of inter-species hegemony implied by domestication, in which 

humans profit to the detriment of wild animals.
11

 Haraway’s 

interpretation of domestication – as “an emergent process of co-

habiting, involving agencies of many sorts and stories that do not 

lend themselves to yet one more version of the Fall” – is, as I will 

demonstrate, in contrast to the largely negative encoding of 

domestication within Lawrence’s writing.
12

 

The liminal status of canines – products of civilisation through 

careful breeding and training, anthropocentrically influenced yet 

evidently non-human – offers critical ingress into an array of focal 

Lawrentian concerns. The domestication of the dog, and the 

animal’s accompanying abnegation of wild instincts and loss of 

autonomy, resonates with Lawrence’s broader questioning of 

civilisation, epitomised by Western industrialisation as a repressive 

and vitiating influence, and the role of animals in shaping his 

critique. As Carrie Rohman observes, within Lawrence’s writing 

“anti-industrialism and antirationalism are pivotal axes of thought 

that correspond – however complexly – with a kind of recuperative 

stance toward the animal”.
13

  

“Domestication” and “civilisation” are viewed by Lawrence as 

coterminous processes due to their shared subjugation of wild 

instincts and creative energies. Domestication, for Lawrence, is 
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administered by humans, whether self-reflexively, through the 

human acceptance of the protocols constitutive of civilisation, or as 

an imposition upon animals, in contrast to the co-operative model 

of domestication argued by Haraway. The notion of “tameness” as 

a term equally relevant to humans and domestic animals is 

demonstrated in ‘The Novel and the Feelings’ (1925), when 

Lawrence asserts that: “Man is the only creature who has 

deliberately tried to tame himself. He has succeeded ... Man has 

pretty well tamed himself, and he calls his tameness civilisation” 

(STH 203). The “taming” of human beings as an inevitable and 

undesirable consequence of civilisation is further lamented in 

‘Introduction to Pictures’ (written in 1928): “We are the sad results 

of a four-thousand-year effort to break the Old Adam, to 

domesticate him utterly. He is to a large extent broken and 

domesticated” (LEA 173).  

The rest of this essay will examine a selection of the principal 

representations of dogs in Lawrence’s writing. ‘Bibbles’ (1923) and 

‘Rex’ (1921) are biographically-inspired texts which invite 

consideration as his most sustained renderings of the canine; 

indeed, dogs are the declared subject matter of these narratives. 

However, ‘John Galsworthy’ (1927) and St. Mawr are also 

significant in foregrounding the dog as a metaphorical resource to 

support Lawrence’s scepticism of domestication/civilisation.  

Viewed within the context of the early twentieth century, the 

status of the dog as a locus of ethical and psychoanalytic debate is 

in contrast to the imputation of its peripheral relevance within 

Lawrence’s writing.
14

 The ‘Introduction’ to the Cambridge Edition 

of England, My England and Other Stories notes that in preparing 

‘Rex’ for publication in the Athenaeum, a “fairly conservative 

magazine”, Lawrence stated he would “try to be pleasant and a bit 

old-fashioned”, a declaration which deprecates the text’s credibility 

as serious art and undermines the validity of ‘Rex’ as a focal point 

of critical interest (EME xlix).
15

 The legitimacy of ‘Rex’ as an 

object of scholarly attention is compromised by Lawrence’s 

deliberate assertion of the story’s minor status and by his decision 
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to “be pleasant” and “old-fashioned” rather than deploy the more 

modernist features identified within other of his works. The 

delimiting of ‘Rex’ from those texts held to be central to the 

Lawrentian canon is mirrored by the critical discounting of Flush, 

which has been comparably relegated to the margins of that which 

is held to be most characteristic of Woolf’s writing: “Scholarly 

opinion has generally dismissed Flush as a trivial potboiler, 

unworthy of its author’s position as a major modernist innovator”.
16

 

And yet, I suggest, it is the apparently innocuous nature of 

‘Rex’, an avowedly non-experimental text, which makes it all the 

more suggestive as an exploration of the blurring of animal and 

human boundaries. As an “old-fashioned”, “pleasant” narrative 

calculated to appeal to a popular readership, ‘Rex’ reflects the 

wider conditions of possibility governing human/canine relations, 

typical of which is an oscillation between the desire to humanise 

the animal and acknowledgement of its alterity. The difficulty of 

negotiating these two apparently incompatible positions is 

acknowledged throughout ‘Rex’, that concludes with the parting 

admonition: “He [Rex] should have stayed outside human limits, 

we should have stayed outside canine limits” (EME 216).  

The text’s concluding assertion of irreconcilable difference 

echoes Lawrence’s consonant pessimism surrounding the viability 

of cross-cultural understanding (for example in Mornings in 

Mexico), but also reasserts the anthropomorphism which permeates 

‘Rex’. Like Woolf’s Flush, Rex is credited with the capacity for the 

highest form of human affect; the text suggests that he is humanised 

as a consequence of his “fierce, joyous love” (EME 216). 

Lawrence’s anthropomorphic attribution of human emotional 

capabilities to Rex is reiterated at the conclusion of the text, as the 

narrator admonishes the dog for displaying a fatal excess of human 

emotion: “he should not have loved us” (EME 216). This is not to 

suggest that Lawrence is unaware of the dangers of 

anthropomorphising canines; Winifred Crich’s affection for her pet 

Pekinese Looloo in Women In Love (1920) is, as Wallace observes, 

a caustic parody of inter-species affection: “‘Beautifullest,’ cried 
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Winifred, hugging the dog, ‘sit still while its mummy draws its 

beautiful portrait’” (WL 235). However, as Wallace further notes, 

the anthropomorphism demonstrated in Winifred’s cossetting of her 

dog is mirrored by the narrative voice, which similarly ascribes a 

range of human emotions to the animal: “fretfulness, chagrin, 

mortification and reproach”.
17

 

Within ‘Rex’, the attribution of human emotion to canines is 

juxtaposed with an insistence upon the dog’s animality. As the 

narrator notes, Rex is “a beast of rapine and blood. He longed to 

hunt, savagely” (EME 216). The agon suggested by these two 

apparently incompatible positions – “the native impulse to hunt and 

kill, and the strange, secondary, supervening impulse to love and 

obey” – is encapsulated in the text’s ascription of human volition to 

Rex in that he could “have stayed outside human limits” (EME 213, 

216). The dog is a product of human culture – helplessly so – an 

animal lacking reasoned choice (at least when judged against the 

reasoning displayed by human beings) and yet, in this instance, the 

animal’s incorporation into the familial unit burdens the dog with 

human responsibilities. This paradox alludes to a wider concern that 

Michael Bell describes as “Lawrence’s great theme”: “There is no 

relationship without significant difference: one side cannot be 

merely an extension, reflection or possession of the other. By the 

same token, there is no appreciation, or even recognition, of 

difference without connection”.
18

 As Bell further notes, 

“Relationship and difference are mutually dependent, with each 

being felt only within the other”.
19

 This duality is localised in the 

conflation of human and animal offered at the conclusion of ‘Rex’, 

reflecting the structuring of animal relations proposed by Haraway, 

in which humans and canines operate as a unit defined by 

interrelationship, as much as by disparity.    

‘Bibbles’, like ‘Rex’, is a biographically-accented text. The 

poem describes the inconstancy of the “Little black snub-nosed” 

titular bitch, a presentation which is skewed and given extra-literary 

resonance in the light of Lawrence’s (independently-attested) 

maltreatment of the animal. Knud Merrild, a Danish painter 
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befriended by Lawrence in Taos, noted Lawrence’s irritation with 

the dog’s promiscuous affection, a characteristic which violated the 

established relationship between dog and human as the hegemony 

of a master over a classic avatar of fidelity. Merrild, the recipient of 

Bibbles’s affection, notes that Lawrence initially rebuked the dog 

“amusingly” for her display of “endless love”: “Get down, you little 

mugg, you miserable little bitch of lovetricks”.
20

 Lawrence’s 

irritation escalated into rage, Merrild reports, when Bibbles became 

“sex alive” in the presence of a ranch dog with whom she 

absconded, in defiance of Lawrence. Her punishment was to 

receive a savage beating at her master’s hands: “He bent down and 

grabbed the terrified dog, lifted her in both hands up over his head 

and hurled her with all his might as far as he could through the air, 

shouting: ‘I will teach you’”.
21

 During this attack on the dog, 

Merrild notes, “Lawrence seemed to be drunk with rage; in devilish 

delight he worked himself up to a still higher pitch”.
22

   

Merrild’s account inevitably offers itself as a commentary, a 

parallel text to that of ‘Bibbles’, and has served as a means of 

supporting critical identifications of that which is considered 

ideologically or ethically contentious within Lawrence’s writing or 

the historical figure of Lawrence.
23

 David Holbrook cites the 

brutality of Lawrence’s behaviour towards Bibbles and his violent 

jealousy as evidence of a propensity for domestic violence: 

“Undoubtedly in a sense he [Lawrence] was a wife-beater”.
24

 The 

dog, in this instance, becomes critically discounted to serve a 

transparently allegorical function. Bibbles is appropriated to signify 

the inadmissibility of unregenerate female sexuality: “Such an 

intense response to a bitch suggests that Lawrence had deep 

reactions in him, prompted by the creature’s sexuality ... She 

perhaps stood for intense feelings about woman betraying him”.
25

   

Lawrence’s attack on “his” dog – the concept of ownership is a 

source of anxiety throughout ‘Bibbles’ – is arresting, attracting 

comment because his reported aggression is directed at an animal 

that is suggestive of a particular set of cultural relations. It would be 

difficult, for example, to imagine the same depth of reaction if 
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Lawrence had assaulted a chicken or a pig. While the essay 

‘Reflections on the Death of a Porcupine’ (1925) offers an extended 

meditation on the significance of taking an animal’s life, the act is 

framed as natural and necessary by Lawrence. The opening 

emphasises the cultural status of the porcupine as a pest species – 

“Everyone says, porcupines should be killed; the Indians, 

Mexicans, Americans all say the same.” (RDP 349) – and the 

conclusion notes the inevitability of predation as an ecological 

constant and a marker of the interrelatedness of all species: “In 

nature, one creature devours another, and this is an essential part of 

all existence and of all being. It is not something to lament over, 

nor something to try to reform” (RDP 356). It is telling that initially 

the porcupine is accorded the non-specificity of “it” in contrast to 

the “handsome sandy-red dog” impaled with porcupine quills (RDP 

350). “He”, unlike the porcupine, attracts Lawrence’s sympathy and 

his privileged placement as a domesticated animal is further 

underscored as he becomes the addressee of human speech: “‘Go 

home!’ I said. ‘Go home! Go home to your master, and let him 

finish for you’” (RDP 351). It is a leitmotif of the tradition of 

philosophical enquiries into human/animal relations that animals 

are delimited from language.
26

 Yet, there is in this instance a 

suggestion that the dog refuses to leave despite Lawrence’s 

exhortation, with the tacit assertion of inter-species understanding, 

however provisional and rudimentary: “He would not go” (RDP 

351).  

The segregation of the dog as an exalted class of animal in 

‘Reflections on the Death of a Porcupine’ mirrors the wider prizing 

of canines within early twentieth-century culture. The National 

Canine Defence League was founded in 1891 to safeguard the 

welfare of dogs; other animals, domesticated and wild, were offered 

protection under the aegis of general animal protection societies.
27

 

The cultural encoding of the dog as a locus of human sentiment is 

demonstrated in responses to Lawrence’s assault on Bibbles, noted 

by critics as an act of cruelty.
28

 Conversely, other literary 

representations of Lawrence’s maltreatment of animals, whether the 
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shooting of a porcupine or attempting to strike a snake with a log 

(‘Snake’, Poems I 304), have not attracted comparable censure. 

A central aspect of the cultural encoding of canines reflected in 

Lawrence’s writing is the use of pedigree as a means of 

determining the utility of the dog, whereby a specific breed is 

assigned a particular function, accordingly determining its 

placement within human culture, and its economic value. The 

arbitrary and illusory nature of pedigree as a means of 

discriminating between dogs is addressed by Haraway, who argues, 

citing wide genetic variation between dogs of the same breed, that: 

“‘Pure’ breeds are an institutional fiction”.
29

 The fury of the 

narrator’s uncle at the conclusion of ‘Rex’ is motivated by the fact 

that the children, through their impermissible excess of love for the 

dog, have spoiled him “for showing purposes” and, in consequence, 

are “altogether a pack of mard-soft fools not fit to be trusted with 

any dog but a gutter-mongrel” (EME 216). Congruently, the 

narrator of ‘Bibbles’ expresses a dubiety over the dog’s non-

pedigree origins in the first stanza of the poem, in which her 

derivation is a matter of acerbic speculation. She is “sort of French 

bull[dog], they say”, a derivation qualified by the “bits of brindle 

coming through, like rust, to show you’re not pure” (Poems I 345). 

The presence of an illegitimate colour, disqualifying a human-

driven desire for fidelity to breed-type, provides a tangible 

manifestation of the dog’s impurity. The concept of “purity” 

evolves and shifts throughout the progression of the poem to 

embrace Bibbles’s purported infidelities and to project them as 

signifiers of an original moral liability within the dog: a 

“Democratic little bull-bitch, dirt-eating little swine” (Poems I 349). 

The questioning of “purity”, which forms a central part of the 

animus expressed within ‘Bibbles’, reflects a wider consensus 

insisting upon the maintenance of cultural prohibitions in relation to 

the dog’s status as a domesticated animal, a stipulation that invites 

Freudian psychoanalytic interpretation. To be admitted as a 

civilised entity, whether as a properly trained dog or an adult fully 

acquainted with and conditioned by rules governing social 
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propriety, entails the renunciation of impermissible behaviours, a 

process which is constitutive of human culture. As Freud asserts, 

“Civilization has been attained through the renunciation of 

instinctual satisfaction, and it demands the same renunciation for 

each newcomer in turn”.
30

 Implicit in this process of acculturation 

are the consequences of non-compliance, with dogs and children 

identified as comparable transgressors.
31

  

Early twentieth-century dog training manuals emphasise the 

congruence between the pre-civilised status of dogs and children. 

Training the Dog (1914) counsels that “In some ways a dog is 

extremely like a child”, reiterating a comparison drawn by 

Practical Dog Education (1902): “One of the golden rules is to 

remember that the dog in your care is just what a child is in the care 

of the school teacher”.
32

 Children and canines are admonished for 

failing to observe rules particular to their cultural environment, a 

shared trait exemplified within ‘Rex’, which allies children and 

animals against the regulatory controls imposed by adults. Thus the 

narrator recounts his mother’s antipathy towards pets – “She could 

not bear the mix-up of human with animal life” (EME 209) – and 

the affinity between dogs and children, persistently emphasised as 

“love”, while their shared alienation from the constraints of the 

adult world is further exemplified by the observation that “Rex was 

a little white chasm between us and our parent” (EME 212).  

Children and dogs, the text further suggests, are denied agency, 

a prerogative reserved for adults. Power – or its abuse – is 

demonstrated throughout ‘Rex’ by the violent treatment meted out 

to the dog by mature protagonists. The whimpering of the puppy is 

initially stilled by “several slaps” administered by the narrator’s 

father; later, Rex is beaten “unmercifully” for worrying sheep 

(EME 210, 214). The text’s terminal assertion of the adult 

domination of animals sees Rex returned to the narrator’s uncle, a 

scenario received with “mute despair” by the children, but one in 

which they are denied intercession (EME 215). The death of Rex is 

tersely presented as reportage, the logical, adult-ordained response 

to a dog which fails to adhere to the regulations prescribed for 
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domesticated animals: “We heard his temper was incurably vicious, 

and he had to be shot” (EME 216). 

A signature cultural norm assimilated by children and dogs 

during their accession to adult society is that of rules governing 

excretion, a matter accorded traumatic significance in ‘Rex’. The 

rejection of faeces and bodily wastes, the control of their 

elimination, is a key constituent of Freudian theory, which posits an 

interest in excrement as a formative – and transitory – phase in the 

evolution of an adult human being. Dogs, forever implicated by the 

fact of public defecation (which forces an association between the 

canine and faeces), are inevitably associated with excrement: “After 

toilet training, children are fascinated with defecation, and dogs, 

like children, are intensely curious about the substance, stopping to 

smell each pile on sidewalks”.
33

  

‘Rex’ reiterates the status of the dog as representative of an early 

stage of human development via the text’s description of the dog as 

“A filthy little nuisance”, an observation which is qualified by the 

narrator’s comment: “How could he be otherwise, so young?” 

(EME 212). The consequences of refusing to submit to human-

ordained rules governing defecation are made clear after Rex is 

caught “in flagrante” and has his nose rubbed in his own faeces 

(EME 212, original emphasis). In describing the dog’s reaction to 

this act, the narrative undergoes a subtle transposition towards the 

anthropomorphic in its attribution of human emotions to the animal, 

a mapping of the human onto the dog which mirrors the imposition 

of human taboos onto its animal nature. Rex “yelped with shame 

and disgust and indignation”, recoiling in “disgust” at the smell of 

his own excrement, “shaking his little snout with a sort of horror” 

(EME 212).  

Faecal horror is also demonstrated by the narrative voice of 

‘Bibbles’, in which the summation of disgust at the dog’s 

“indiscriminate lust” is presented as a compulsion to devour 

excrement, a drive which is presented as the logical outcome of 

promiscuous affection: “Everybody so dear, and yourself so ultra-

beloved / That you have to run out at last and eat filth” (Poems I 
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349). The process of ingesting faeces – an entirely natural 

behaviour for canines, mapped against imposed human faecal 

strictures – is presented as an act of gluttony. The dog “Gobble[s] 

up filth”, an act which is transformative; to incorporate the 

disgusting in turn renders the consumer disgusting, a relationship 

suggested by Lawrence’s description of the dog as a “horror”, 

suggesting more than a natural squeamishness concerning 

excrement (Poems I 349). Faeces, in this instance, become thanatic, 

“utter-abomination”, all the more repulsive because of the newness 

of their issue and the accentual metre in which they are enclosed: 

“fresh-dropped dung” (Poems I 349).  

Lawrence’s linkage of dogs with faeces also finds expression in 

his essay ‘John Galsworthy’. Here the canine characterises a 

particular mode of critical antagonism, a manoeuvre shared with 

‘Bibbles’, in which the dog’s “indiscriminate” affection is 

mobilised to attack Walt Whitman’s abstract concepts of love and 

democracy, expressed through Lawrence’s exasperation with the 

“little Walt-Whitmanesque bitch” (Poems I 346). In discussing 

Galsworthy’s Forsyte novels, Lawrence focuses on an aspect of the 

writer’s literary technique which he terms “doggishly messy”, an 

ascription which is reiterated throughout the essay, as the dog’s 

unregulated sexual and faecal behaviour is allied to the perceived 

abnegation of the primacy of the individual within Galsworthy’s 

writing (STH 214). The dog’s willing submission to the limitations 

and prohibitions of civilisation is re-presented as an undesirable 

attribute, forcing human beings into contact – visual and olfactory – 

with bodily waste. Paradoxically, the dog’s domestication – the 

process by which it is rendered assimilable into human culture – is 

also productive of disgust: “the dog is tame. And he makes 

excrement and he copulates on the pavement, as if to spite you” 

(STH 217). This divergence of the dog from human excretory 

regulations is further noted by Alan M. Beck and Aaron Honori 

Katcher: “The dog’s behaviour … flouts our conventions about 

defecation. Like children, dogs are toilet trained – or, more 

properly, housebroken – yet they may do what human beings must 
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never do under any circumstances: they defecate in full view of 

strangers and in public places”.
34

 

Domestication, for Lawrence, describes a schism between the 

dog as a product of civilisation and those canids which have 

retained their wild nature and resisted the controlling influence of 

socialisation. The domestic dog’s wild relatives embody a 

sexuality, which, mirroring the Freudian proposition of the primal 

scene, emerges as an undiscoverable source of origin. In contrast to 

dogs, “Wolves and foxes don’t copulate on the pavement. Their sex 

act is wild, and in act, utterly private. Howls you may hear. But you 

will never see anything” (STH 217).  

Lawrence’s presentation of wild canine sexuality as eloquent of 

constraint, rather than erotic licence, is echoed by Beck and 

Katcher. Domestic dogs are atypical of other canids in their mating 

habits, which are characterised by a promiscuous non-selectivity: 

“It is interesting to note that this pattern of indiscriminate mating is 

not characteristic of wild animals – they do not exhibit the social 

destructiveness of unrestrained sex. Wolves, for example, carefully 

regulate mating”.
35

 The sexual behaviour of the wolf, a pack animal 

like the domestic dog, is restricted to the Alpha male and female, 

structured to maintain the social hierarchy of the pack. Selected for 

its neotenous characteristics, such as a permanent immaturity which 

enables it to accept a human being as its pack leader, the dog is 

partially incorporated into the social ordering of human society, its 

animal nature compromised and emergent in its indiscriminate 

sexuality. Wild canids therefore, paradoxically, share human 

sensitivities regarding the appropriate expression of sexuality as an 

intrinsically private act. The dog’s perceived loss of individuality is 

manifested as an indiscriminate sexuality, which is visually 

corroborated, unlike that of wolves and foxes, for whom sexual 

behaviour can be inferred (via howling) but remains inscrutable to 

observation. Their sexual behaviour is suggested through signs, but 

never witnessed.  

The unrestricted nature of sex among domestic dogs is singled 

out as an undesirable manifestation in ‘John Galsworthy’, in which 
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Lawrence attributes similar mechanical expediency to the sexual 

behaviour of the characters of the Forsyte Saga. Like dogs, the 

behaviour of Galsworthy’s people is prompted by a desire to gratify 

base appetites, Lawrence contends; a characteristic consequent 

upon their limiting domestication and degeneration into “social 

beings”: “The whole thing is doggy to a degree. The man has a 

temporary ‘hunger’; he is ‘on the heat’ as they say of dogs. The 

heat passes. It’s done … the bitch is trotting in the other direction” 

(STH 216–7).  

This entwining of human and animal sexualities is further 

refined in ‘Rex’, which moves beyond the metaphor of 

indiscriminate canine copulation deployed in ‘John Galsworthy’ to 

offer a more nuanced representation of the manipulation of sexual 

protocols within human culture through the motifs of circumcision 

and castration. In ‘Rex’, these procedures are alluded to through the 

process of tail docking, which is presented as an inevitable and 

necessary rite of passage in the puppy’s life, but also an act which 

reinforces the dog’s status as an anthropomorphic construction, a 

product of human culture. The text describes the act of docking – a 

“tragedy” – as an inherently masculinising act, initiated by men, in 

the form of the narrator’s father, “the enemy” (EME 212). 

Following the removal of the puppy’s tail, the narrator recounts his 

father’s approving comment that “it had made a man of him”, an 

endorsement which further underscores the dog’s humanisation 

(EME 213). Not to be docked, the text contends, makes the animal 

untenable as a domesticated dog. Without the full signification of 

its breed – an absent tail – it will be inadequately rendered as a 

pedigree animal, a concern which haunts ‘Rex’ and centres on the 

conflict between the dog’s status as animal and its implication in 

human-manipulated breeding practices. As a foxhound, Rex is an 

inaugural symbol of the concept of the pedigree dog, since as 

Martin Wallen notes: “The first dog in the modern era intentionally 

bred following a scientific method was the English foxhound. This 

method proved so successful that it became the model throughout 
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the nineteenth century as people developed increasing numbers of 

dog breeds”.
36

 

Pivotal to the identification within ‘Rex’ of the dualism inherent 

in canine/human relations is the process of tail docking, which 

assumes the status of an inescapable act: “there was no getting 

away from it” (EME 212). The text makes no claims that the act of 

docking confers a physical benefit upon the dog: its rationale is 

cultural and entails a mapping of human fallibilities and 

sensitivities upon the dog. As the narrator’s father states: “‘The 

dog’ll look a fool all his life if he’s not docked’”, indicating a 

transfer of anthropomorphic concerns (foolishness, and 

consequently shame) to the dog (EME 212). Cognate with the act of 

circumcision, the process of docking serves as a cultural marker, a 

physical act which in humans corroborates and confirms ethnic and 

religious identity, but which is also sufficiently assimilated as a 

cultural practice to become coterminous with the religious or ethnic 

identity it represents.  

A key aspect of the dog’s mutilation is the violence which 

attends the act of docking, and the manner in which it is achieved, 

via a human bite. Again, the narrative of ‘Rex’ posits an 

inescapable contingency to this mode of tail removal: “We were 

assured that biting was the only way” (EME 212). The implication 

of the text is that docking through biting is performed because of its 

customary value, rather than (or as well as) its surgical efficacy. 

Lawrence’s evocation of this act sees a blurring of the distinctions 

between human and animal, with the narrator’s father accorded a 

canine character as he reveals what will happen to the dog: “My 

father lifted his lips and bared his incisors, to suit the description” 

(EME 212). The temporary inversion of man and dog, with man as 

the canine perpetrator of aggression, subverts the accepted 

relationship between dogs and humans, which, as Wallen notes, is 

determined and characterised by a process of ruthless selection: 

“Every breed of dog is the result of … violence, since a breed exists 

only through the elimination of curs”.
37
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The viability of tail docking as an inheritable feature is 

questioned, but not entirely discounted, by Charles Darwin: “Dogs 

and horses formerly had their tails docked during many generations 

without any inherited effect ... there is some reason to believe that 

the tailless condition of certain sheep-dogs is due to such 

inheritance”.
38

 Of interest here, in the context of ‘Rex’, is Darwin’s 

presentation of tail docking and circumcision as congruent acts, as 

he further notes in On Evolution: “Circumcision has been practised 

by the Jews from a remote period, and in most cases the effects of 

the operation are not visible in the offspring; though some maintain 

that an inherited effect does occasionally appear”.
39

 This yoking of 

ritual animal and human mutilations is echoed by modern 

commentators, who similarly juxtapose tail docking and 

circumcision: “Docking appears only to cause a few seconds of 

minor pain shortly after birth and all is soon forgotten – almost as 

innocent as circumcision in male human newborns”.
40

 The 

conflation of the tail and male genitals is supported at a linguistic 

level; Cicero notes that “the ancients used to call a tail ‘a penis’”, a 

euphemism inverted in modern slang, in which “tail” is frequently 

recruited to describe the penis, or an array of genially-related 

terms.
41

 

The interrelation of tail docking and circumcision can be offered 

further theoretical context with reference to Freud, who invokes 

castration as an associated act. A footnote in Totem and Taboo 

reconstructs the origin of circumcision as a modified form of 

castration, a conflation designated as characteristic of the non-

civilised subject, whether infantile or non-European:  

 

When ... children come to hear of ritual circumcision, they 

equate it with castration ... it is of very great interest to find that 

among primitive peoples circumcision is combined with cutting 

the hair and knocking out teeth or is replaced by them, and that 

our children, who cannot possible have any knowledge of this, 

in fact treat these two operations ... as equivalents of 

castration.
42
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Although Lawrence makes no direct reference to the gelding of 

dogs per se, the castrative implications of Rex’s tail docking finds a 

parallel in St. Mawr, when Lou recoils at the prospect of the 

stallion’s impending castration, encoded by the narrative as an act 

of violence, to which death is a preferable alternative: “‘I can’t 

believe Sir Henry would want to have St. Mawr mutilated. I believe 

he’d rather shoot him’” (SM 95). This denial of castration’s cultural 

utility, and assertion of the procedure as connotative of assault or 

trauma, is supported by the initial cryptic introduction of the idea 

by Phoenix: “they cut him—else shoot him. Think they cut him—

and if he die, he die” (SM 95). Conversely, the novella offers 

dissenting opinions of castration as a beneficial act, a process which 

symbolises the successful domestication of St. Mawr and his 

consequent assimilation into human culture. The removal of Rex’s 

tail makes “a man of him” (EME 213); cognately, the castration of 

the stallion will finally “make a horse of him” (SM 96). 

For Lawrence, the subjugation of autonomy enforced by 

domestication mirrors the denial of animal instincts required of 

human subjects as a consequence of civilisation. As animals are 

gelded to render them tractable, so human males, debilitated by the 

repressive influence of Western society, are represented as 

emasculated throughout St. Mawr: “Our whole eunuch civilisation, 

nasty-minded as eunuchs are, with their kind of sneaking, sterilising 

cruelty” (SM 96). Tellingly, the loss of male potency decried by the 

text is evoked through a comparison of human males and canines. 

In St. Mawr, man’s repression of those animal attributes valorised 

by Lawrence – “self-defence, self-preservation, and self-assertion” 

(SM 82) – is accompanied by the adoption of those characteristics 

typical of the domestic dog: “perverse, or cringing, or humble” (SM 

61). The narrative evokes a crisis of post-war masculinity, 

epitomised through the metaphoricity of the domestic dog. As Lou 

laments, “those nice clean boys you liked so much in the war, there 

is no wild animal left in them. They’re all tame dogs, mother, with 

human masters” (SM 61). However, the depreciation of ideal “wild” 

characteristics in the novella suggests their repression as much as 
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their eradication. Disruptive animal tendencies linger within the 

ostensibly civilised subject, demonstrated in the canine similitude 

of Rico’s stifled anger:  

 

He got quite angry, and his handsome arched nose tilted and his 

upper lip lifted from his teeth, like a dog that is going to bite. 

Yet daren’t quite bite … He was afraid of himself, once he let 

himself go. He might rip up in an eruption of life-long anger. 

(SM 26–7)  

 

Latent animal ferocity, the consequence of the renunciation of 

instinctive urges ordained by the conventions of 

civilisation/domestication, is similarly described within ‘Rex’. The 

dog is constantly “within a hair’s-breadth of savagely biting” the 

narrator’s mother, an act held in abeyance, repressed, by the 

exercise of restraint: “he always kept sufficient self-control” (EME 

213). However, the wild/domesticated dichotomy which informs 

Lawrence’s representation of animals does not, in the case of the 

dog, suggest the contestation of equally opposed dualities. While 

‘Rex’ acknowledges the unstable nature of canine identity, as an 

animal struggling to contain the conflicting demands of “two great 

impulses”, the recruitment of dogs as a metaphorical resource in St. 

Mawr suggests the irrecoverable loss of those wild qualities. The 

intimate and unmatched association of dogs with human culture is 

productive of a familiarity, which, in the case of Lawrence, is 

productive of contempt, a response in contrast to the text’s insistent 

promotion of the stallion’s virtues.
43

 Although subject to the same 

process of domestication as the dog, Lou describes St. Mawr as 

“the first noble thing I have seen”, an endorsement echoed by 

Rico’s assessment of the horse: “He really is a noble animal” (SM 

38, 39). By contrast, the narrative of ‘Rex’ suggests a ubiquitous 

encoding of the dog, which emphasises its status as a contemptible 

rather than an admirable animal, a consequence of its unquestioning 

affection and, suggests Lawrence, is coterminous with debasement: 
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“this very servility or completeness of love makes him a term of 

deepest contempt. – ‘You dog!’” (EME 216). 

Lawrence’s persistent deployment of the dog as an avatar of 

domesticated servility can be read productively against the 

representation of other animal species in his poetry. In particular, 

critical evaluations of ‘Snake’ have recommended the text as an 

example of Lawrence’s attempt to render the inarticulable quiddity 

of the creature, its “irreducible otherness”, as described by Bell, 

who further asserts the inevitable – but not illegitimate –

anthropomorphism attending attempts to render the animal: “a 

human being cannot ultimately encounter the animal in anything 

other than human terms, by extending the hand, so to speak, of its 

own species”.
44

 Cognately, Rohman, commenting on the poem 

‘Fish’, endorses the poem as an acknowledgement that “the 

profound alterity of the animal other sets a limit upon the powers of 

human epistemology”.
45

 However, Lawrence’s predominantly 

negative representation of dogs tells against a comparable 

interpretation of those texts in which canines feature conspicuously. 

For Bell, “animals, throughout Lawrence’s writing, focus the 

mystery of otherness, of the literally inconceivable Being of the 

world”.
46

 Yet the elision of humans and domestic dogs, in which 

the canine serves for Lawrence as a cautionary conceit against the 

enervating influence of civilisation/domestication, derives polemic 

force not only from difference, but also, insistently, upon similarity. 

Dogs, transformed through their mutual co-habitation with human 

beings, remain recognisably animal, suggests Lawrence, but are 

irrevocably contaminated by domestication; they are as removed 

from their wild antecedents, and consequently as compromised and 

constrained, as their civilised human companions. 
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