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Lauren Ianthe Cullen, ‘“Almost as a Person Would”: The Thinking 
Animal in Margaret Marshall Saunders’s Beautiful Joe (1893).’ 
Victorian Literature and Culture 53:1 (2025): 112 – 139. 
 
 
In her 1893 novel Beautiful Joe, the Canadian author and animal rights activist 
Margaret Marshall Saunders (1861-1947) narrates the tale of Joe, an abused dog 
rescued by a kind family who provided him with a loving home. Inspired by real events, 
Saunders’s popular novel helped raise awareness of animal cruelty. In the four-part 
article, “‘Almost as a Person Would’: The Thinking Animal in Margaret Marshall 
Saunders’s Beautiful Joe (1893)”, Lauren Ianthe Cullen insightfully explores the ideas 
of animal subjectivity presented in Beautiful Joe, as well as offering a compelling 
survey of the scientific streams of thought inspiring this work. The first three divisions 
of the article explore the inextricable link between literary artefacts, Beautiful Joe, and 
concurrent developments and debates about cognitive science and its relationship to 
literature. The fourth section offers a close reading of the eponymous Joe, alongside 
other human and animal agents in the novel. Written during the “height of 
developments in science of the mind, neuroscience, and the brain in the nineteenth 
century” (113), Cullen’s article places Joe within an interdisciplinary milieu of a wide 
range of nineteenth-century scientific debates about “comparative psychology” (115), 
animal sentience and interspecies relations in the United States and Britain. 

Borrowing ideas from Anne Stiles and Laura Otis, the article begins by positing 
Saunders’s text as one composed alongside works responding to the development of 
“brain science” (113) and vivisection debates found in Wilkie Collins’s Heart and 
Science (1883) and H. G. Wells’ The Island of Doctor Moreau (1897). Cullen highlights 
debates surrounding novels that carry a “proto-animal-rights message” (113) which 
were often associated with the “Nature Fakers” – a school of thought subject criticised 
by thinkers like Edmund Ramsden and Duncan Wilson who denounced the movement’s 
advocacy for the treatment of animals as well-rounded, sentient, and ‘intelligent’ beings 
borne of “inferences and beliefs as though they were observations,” (114). Writing 
against these ideas, Cullen claims that “in its treatment of animal minds, [Beautiful Joe] 
underlines the connection between literature and science […] for our understanding of 
literary character as well as animal subjectivity and selfhood” (115). This observation 
is exemplified in an exchange between Laura (Joe’s rescuer) and her aunt about abused 
animals attempting suicide, which Cullen observes depicts the deft absorption of wider 
scientific debates around animal sentience and emotion into the novel’s fictional world 
(113). 

The second part of the article reads Joe as a product of “a long legacy of 
pioneering works in which animals think and talk” (116) such as Frances Cobbe’s The 
Confessions of a Lost Dog (1867), and E. Burrow’s Neptune (1869), and most 
prominently, Anna Sewell’s Black Beauty (1877), a book mentioned in Joe. Cullen 
posits this “autodiegetic” (116) “first-dog narration” within the scholarship of writers 
like Julie Smith and George Levine, who have taken contesting positions pertaining to 
the bona fide of the animal autobiography as being a genre depicting an animal’s true 
emotions. According to Cullen, such novels’ tendency to encourage readers to 
“suspend” their “belief” about animals’ ability to “communicate in human language to 
represent real animal concerns” (117) becomes the “central paradox” in terms of such 
texts being read as novels about animal subjectivity. Thus, to counter claims that the 
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novel sketches the anecdotal and is therefore unscientific, Saunders makes careful 
textual interventions highlighting how the events depicted were “founded on fact” and 
asserting that the primary characters were all “drawn from life” (119).  
             In the penultimate section Cullen postulates that through the works of cognitive 
scientists Brian Hare and Alexandra Horowitz, analysing “canine consciousness and 
subjectivity” may help us “ascertain how theories of animal experience can be parsed 
through literature” (119). To achieve this, the subjective Umwelt of a dog like Joe is 
narrated through the lens of human speech wherein the “narratological aspects of the 
text provide fertile ground to recognise and dispel assumptions about animal 
behaviour— and the […] anthropocentric biases” (119) facilitating them. A few 
illustrations of this might have added some more flesh to this argument. The final 
section carefully close reads curated passages of Beautiful Joe, providing a complex 
and “muddy” (113) view of anthropocentrism due to the often contradictory treatment 
of domestic and farm animals, and the ambivalent attitudes displayed by human agents 
towards the non-human characters of Joe. 

Cullen’s “central conceit” is that the animal autobiographic genre exists in order 
to “attempt to understand animals without direct access to their minds”, necessitating 
the need for anecdotes and texts such as Saunders’s to parse the psyche of the non-
human universe. Cullen succeeds in illustrating how animal autobiographies were 
deeply intertwined with scientific debates around psychology and subjectivity, 
establishing, in the process, another strong argument for the intricate interface between 
nineteenth-century literature and science.  
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