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ABSTRACT

Pets using “talking buttons” to ostensibly tell their owner about their thoughts and needs
have become a huge success on social media. With buttons that upon activation play a pre-
recorded message, these devices are marketed as tools in teaching human language to
animals in order to allow them to “speak their minds.” This article investigates these prac-
tices of technologically mediated human-dog interactions through the analysis of social me-
dia videos and examines the claim that these button-based interactions are illustrative of
animals’ language acquisition. This article concludes that “talking buttons” in human-dog
communication should rather be understood as semiotic assemblages in which meaning
is collaboratively constructed through the dynamic, situated interaction of bodies, linguistic
resources, objects, and touch.

he question of whether animals “have” language is not new—ethology,
linguistics, and philosophy have been trying to provide a definitive answer
for more than a century. The interest in animal language is not limited to
whether there are language-like communication systems within specific animal
species but stretches further to inquiries into animals’ ability to understand and
potentially even produce human language. This interest is furthered by contem-
porary technological advancements that offer new tools for language-based
human-animal communication, which play an important role in the emerging

Contact Miriam Lind at Europa-Universitit Viadrina, Grofle Scharrnstrale 59, 15230 Frankfurt (Oder),
Germany (lind@europa-uni.de).

Signs and Society, volume 12, number 1, winter 2024.

© 2024 Semiosis Research Center at Hankuk University of Foreign Studies. All rights reserved. Published by
The University of Chicago Press for the Semiosis Research Center, Hankuk University of Foreign Studies.
https://doi.org/10.1086/728033

14

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. 26 Aug 2025 at 04:26:03, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use.


mailto:lind@europa-uni.de
https://doi.org/10.1086/728033
https://www.cambridge.org/core

Technologically Mediated Human-Dog Interactions as Semiotic Assemblages 3 15

field of animal-computer interaction. One such technology will be at the center of
this article: so-called talking buttons, large plastic buttons that play a prerecorded
message when pressed. These buttons are based on augmentative and alternative
communication devices used in speech therapy for children and people with
speech-related disabilities and have become highly popular for pet-human com-
munication, particularly in social media.

Looking at the development of these devices within the larger frame of dog-
human interaction alongside social media videos of their actual use in interspe-
cies households, this article investigates technologically mediated human-dog
interactions and asks whether they should be understood as language-based
communication, as the marketing of these buttons suggests, or whether different
approaches to and interpretations of these interactions might be more accurate.
Drawing on scholarship in linguistics, language philosophy, and animal ethics, I
consider the implications of these talking buttons for our concepts of animals, of
language, and of interspecies interaction. I will suggest that instead of attempt-
ing to understand dogs’ use of these buttons as them (humanly) speaking their
minds, these forms of communication should rather be considered as semiotic
assemblages (Pennycook 2017) in which bodies, language, and objects come
together to create meaning in interaction.

Before the introduction of my empirical data, I will situate technologically
mediated dog-human communication in two contexts: first, I will consider per-
spectives from linguistics, philosophy of language, and human-animal ethics
on the question of language in the distinction between humans and other ani-
mals. Second, a brief history of “talking” animals and of human-dog relation-
ships will be given in order to provide a better understanding of the cultural his-
tory that informs contemporary human-dog interaction. This will then be used
as the basis for discussing the development of talking buttons in human-dog in-
teractions and for analysing social media videos of dog-human interactions that
use talking buttons. It will be argued that these interactions ought best be under-
stood as practices of multimodal collaborative semiosis rather than an exercise in
language-acquisition, for which I will draw on the theoretical concept of assem-
blages (Deleuze and Guattari [1987] 2005) and Pennycook’s (2017) suggestion to
understand the situatedness of multisensory and multimodal interaction as se-
miotic assemblages.

Humans, Animals, and the Question of Language

The question of whether animals have language and whether there can be mean-
ingful communication between humans and animals has been widely discussed
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in linguistics, language philosophy and human-animal studies, particularly
from an animal ethics point of view (see, e.g., Cate and Okanoya 2012; de Waal
2016; Kulick 2017).

In a traditional linguistic perspective, a variety of criteria have been used to
distinguish human language from animal communication: In his book The Lan-
guage Instinct, Pinker (1995, 347) lists “reference, use of symbols displaced in time
and space from their referents, creativity, categorical speech perception, consis-
tent ordering, hierarchical structure, infinity, recursion” as distinct features of
human language that are not present in animal communication. Particularly re-
cursion has consistently been pointed out as the central feature that distinguishes
human language from other forms of communication (e.g., Hauser et al. [2002];
see further the following discussions on the evolution of the language faculty
between Jackendoff and Pinker [2005] and Fitch et al. [2005]). While aspects like
symbolism and creativity being distinctly human have been challenged by studies
on animal communication (e.g., Savage-Rumbaugh et al. [1978] on symbolic
communication between chimpanzees), the claim to human uniqueness when
it comes to syntactical features of language, that is, recursion, hierarchical struc-
tures, and consistent ordering, continues to be upheld (e.g., Corballis 2007). In
this attempt to distinguish human language from animal communication, the
multimodality and situatedness through which human language-based inter-
action gains its meaning is negated for the sake of human exceptionalism; the
“multimodal turn” in linguistics (e.g., Jewitt 2009) aims to correct this fixation
on language and speech as a context-independent abstract system.

From a perspective of language philosophy, it frequently is Wittgenstein who
is taken as a starting point in discussions on animal’s capacity for language. In his
posthumously published Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein states that
“to imagine a language means to imagine a form of life” ([1958] 1986, 8). Wolfe
(2003) reads this quote together with another thought from Wittgenstein’s Phil-
osophical Investigations—“If a lion could talk we could not understand him”
(Wittgenstein [1958] 1986, 225)—and wonders “what it can mean to imagine
a language we cannot understand, spoken by a being who cannot speak” (Wolfe
2003, 1). Following Wolfe, it can then be asked what it means for our under-
standing of language, of animals, and of being if humans are incapable of under-
standing animal language (if this were to exist). Does the human attempt to make
animals participate in human language inevitably mean imagining them as being
human and thus anthropomorphizing them? This question is discussed at length
by Kari Weil in her book Thinking Animals (2012). She is interested in the rela-
tionship between language and the self and in the (alleged) contrast between
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“real” language learning and “mere” imitation, asking what it is that we do when
we try to teach animals human language. Referring to studies performed through-
out the second half of the twentieth century that tried to teach sign language to
primates, Weil asks whether “language [will] enable them to speak of their animal
lives or simply bring them to mimic (or ape) human values and viewpoints?
Indeed, if they learn our language, will they still be animals?” (2012, 6). She links
these questions to Spivak’s seminal essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (1988), ask-
ing what kind of language animals would speak if humans taught them to do so,
and what it would be that they could ever say (Weil 2012, 5). Using Kafka’s “A
Report to an Academy” as an example, Weil suggests that the assimilation process
that teaching human language to animals inherently entails “gives voice only by
destroying the self that would speak” (6). A speaking animal would thus cease to
be animal and the human attempt to be closer and more knowledgeable of
the animal self through language would only ever render this very self impenetra-
ble by destroying it (9).

In this article, I address Weil’s question of “Must animals mean what humans
say?” (2012, 7) by investigating technologically mediated dog-human communi-
cation. My central argument will be that the focus on humans’ and dogs’ use of
talking buttons as a form of language-based expression is a hindrance to under-
standing what animals mean, and that the use of these buttons in human-dog in-
teractions should rather be acknowledged as a form of collaborative semiosis in
which the multimodality of embodied communication is central to recognizing
it as meaningful interaction. This perspective is further informed by literature that
consistently finds that affective communication in which the relationships be-
tween interactants is negotiated primarily takes place nonverbally both between
humans and between animals. Bateson (1972) prominently concludes that mam-
malian nonlinguistic communication is fundamentally communication about the
relationship. This point is reinforced by Haraway (2008, 26): “An embodied com-
munication is more like a dance than a word. The flow of entangled meaningful
bodies in time . . . is communication about relationship, the relationship itself,
and the means of reshaping relationship and so its enacters.” The practical use
of talking buttons in human-dog interactions will thus be understood as an em-
bodied practice of relating and sense-making in which questions of animals’ ca-
pacity to learn and use human language are secondary. Before the empirical ma-
terial is presented, the next section provides a brief introduction to the idea of
“talking” animals as well a short history of human-dog relations in order to situate
contemporary relationships between humans and their “best friend” in their so-
ciohistorical context.
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A Brief History of “Talking” Animals

One of the most famous cases of a “talking” animal was undoubtedly the so-
called Clever Hans, a horse in early twentieth-century Germany who became
famous for being able to answer simple mathematical tasks. By stamping his
hooves the correct number of times, Hans could ostensibly count and solve ad-
ditions, much to the appreciation of his growing audiences. In controlled tests,
however, where the horse was spatially separated from the person asking the
questions so that Hans could not see their body language, he failed to accom-
plish the tasks he was previously claimed to have mastered with ease (Wilson
2021; Rafferty 2023). Instead of having mathematical and linguistic skills that
allowed Hans to understand questions and solve them correctly, it was in fact
his social and communicative intelligence that let him recognize and react to
the unconscious cues of the questioner, correctly ascertaining when to stop
stomping. Instead of being remembered as an example of the impressive obser-
vational and social capacities of horses, however, the story of Clever Hans is
most often seen as an illustration of animals’ failure to demonstrate human-like
intellectual ability.

Another famous example of humans’ attempts to establish language in human-
animal relationships is the case of Koko, a western lowland gorilla, who in the
1970s was taught a modified version of American Sign Language by animal psy-
chologist Francine Patterson. Koko was claimed to have obtained a vocabulary
of more than 1,000 signs along with a passive understanding of roughly 2,000 En-
glish words, in addition to being able to use syntax, express emotions, and illus-
trate self-awareness. Already at the time doubts were raised concerning Koko’s
actual linguistic capacities, and many critics suggested that Patterson’s close rela-
tionship to Koko allowed her to interpret Koko’s signs as meaningful utterances,
rather than illustrating the gorilla’s actual intelligence and linguistic capacity
(Wilson 2021; Rafferty 2023). Internationally prominent linguists and cognitive
scientists such as Noam Chomsky and Steve Pinker have deemed primates’ dem-
onstrations of linguistic skills as rather a complex form of mimicry based on their
trainers’ signing than “actual language,” as they allegedly fail to exhibit the fea-
tures discussed above that make human language “human language” (e.g., Pinker
1995). Similarly, Terrace and colleagues concluded already in the late 1970s that
while apes, dogs, horses, and other animal species can learn isolated symbols, “they
show no unequivocal evidence of mastering the conversational, semantic, or syn-
tactic organization of language” (1979, 901).

The renowned “talking parrot” Alex, an African grey parrot that scientist
Irene Pepperberg worked with for 30 years, received similar criticism. Even though
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it is known that parrots, and particularly grey parrots, are highly intelligent birds
and can show an impressive talent in mimicking the sound of the human voice,
their ability to actually acquire language is disputed. Pepperberg showed in mul-
tiple studies that Alex had learned a variety of categories such as shape and color
(Pepperberg 1987), numbers (Pepperberg 1994), and obtained a verbal vocabu-
lary consisting of several dozen words (Pepperberg 1981). While she discusses
Alex’s cognitive abilities at length, Pepperberg avoids the question of whether
his sound-based articulation was to be considered language, speaking instead
of “functional vocalizations” and “verbal communication” (1981). The case of
Alex the grey parrot further fueled debates on animals’ capacity to acquire hu-
man language, particularly because parrots do not use tools or signs to commu-
nicate a message but can vocally communicate with clearly distinguishable
words. Whether animals’ learning of human language is actual language acqui-
sition or “mere” imitation leads Weil to wonder “how recognition and response
(or intention) are ever clearly distinct from imitation. When it comes to lan-
guage, are not all of us dependent on a field of signification that precedes
us, making it difficult to say that language itself is ever not imitative?” (2012,
9). Whereas Weil focuses here on the imitative element of language, de Waal
(2016) rather considers symbolization and flexibility as central for the distinction
between human language use and animal communication, seeing humans as
“the only linguistic species,” not because animals lack the capacity to communi-
cate inner processes or to coordinate actions and plans but because their modes
of communication are “neither symbolized nor endlessly flexible like language”
(106).

In his literature review on human-animal communication, Kulick (2017)
points out that the interest in communication between human and nonhuman
animals stretches far beyond these primarily scientifically oriented studies: an-
imal communicators, dog trainers, and many others are concerned with the di-
verse interactions between humans and animals and through this provide a
larger sociocultural frame in which we understand human-animal communica-
tion. In addition, a large array of cultural productions reaching from books to
films equip us with templates for understanding the interactions of humans
and animals—most often pets—as communication based in human language
and translations between animal and human languages (Kulick 2021). Similar
to how science fiction imaginations of talking machines have shaped the way
for human interaction with voice user interfaces (Hoy 2018), books and films
such as Dr. Dolittle have provided us with imaginaries of translating animal
communication into human language for decades.
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Man’s Best Friend—Dog-Human Relationships

While language in interspecies interactions has been studied and discussed
with respect to human relationships with a variety of species, there is undoubt-
edly no other species with whom humans have interacted and communicated
more than dogs. The social bond between humans and dogs has existed for at
least 15,000 years and is largely understood as a form of coevolution (see, e.g.,
Chambers et al. 2020). The oldest evidence of a social relationship between hu-
mans and dogs that went beyond mere utility as a work animal can be found in
the so-called Bonn-Oberkassel dog: the remains of a dog were found buried to-
gether with two humans, and its skeleton shows that it must have been cared
for during a severe illness when it was 19-23 weeks old. Before and during this
time of illness, the dog was of no functional use for humans, which has led re-
searchers to conclude that the dog must have been kept alive for emotional value,
thus proving a social bond between the dog and its human owners (Janssens
et al. 2018).

While dog training dates back to antiquity, the beginning of contemporary
dog training is attributed to Konrad Most, whose Die Abrichtung des Hundes
(The training of dogs) in the early twentieth century provided the first how-
to manual for training dogs by means of forced obedience through punishment
(Pregowski 2015). In this training guide, as well as in a more general public un-
derstanding of human-dog interactions, the relationship was understood as
obedient servant (the dog) and uncontested master (the human; Pregowski
2015). Together with a changing human-dog relationship throughout the twen-
tieth century and an increasing consideration of ethical questions in human-
animal interactions, new understandings of learning and teaching methods
have led to drastic changes in dog training, away from punitive methods to-
ward reward-based training and mutual understanding (Greenebaum 2010;
Pregowski 2015). Studies on different approaches in dog training have also
shown that positive reinforcement leads to better results in dog-owner rela-
tionships and dog behavior than punitive methods (Rooney and Cowan
2011). In contemporary approaches to dog training, humans and dogs are of-
ten considered equals with mutual respect where mutual understanding is the
central goal. In line with this, it is assumed that it is mostly the human who
should adapt to the dog’s communicative behavior, that is, it is the human
who is trained in dog training just as much as the dog (Greenebaum 2010). This
perspective, in which training is a mutual process of learning and adapting to
each other’s mode of communication, also resonates with Weil’s sentiment
that “training cannot give me your world or give you mine—although it may
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allow us to find a place of intersection between our worlds” (2012, 11). This
“place of intersection” will be central in the analysis of technologically mediated
dog-human communication.

The changed approach to training dogs reflects the overall change in human-
dog relationships, where dogs are increasingly seen as family members and quasi-
human companions who deserve the same love and care as the human members
of a family (Irvine and Cilia 2017; Owens and Grauerholz 2018). In the following,
it will be shown that the inclusion of pets into human families and their under-
standing as family members goes hand in hand with attempts to give them hu-
man language. It must, however, be asked whether teaching dogs to use buttons
in order to perform utterances in human language is contradictory to ap-
proaches in modern dog training that focus on humans learning to understand
canine modes of communication rather than making dogs adapt to human
communication.

From Augmentative and Alternative Communication

Devices to Dog Buttons

The adaptation of so-called augmentative and alternative communication
(AAC) devices to dog-human communication was first experimented with by
speech-language pathologist Christina Hunger when she and her partner got
a puppy, which she describes in How Stella Learned to Talk (2021). The book
details Hunger’s professional background in speech therapy, which led her to
recognize “the glaring similarities between dog and human communication
skills” (236), primarily with respect to the prelinguistic capabilities of infants
as compared to the capabilities of canines. Augmentative and alternative com-
munication methods used for people with communication impairments include
“signing, use of symbols and voice output devices” (Baxter et al. 2012, 115). Tech-
nology for AAC is advancing rapidly and offers both high- and low-technology
speech-generating solutions: low-technology options include single message or
static multimessage devices that provide a prerecorded spoken output when ac-
tivated (usually by push); high- technology devices usually involve more complex
computer software tools (Baxter et al. 2012). Common low-technology AACs are
voice-output switches such as BIGmack or Step-by-Step—large plastic buttons
that hold a recording device and speaker so that users can prerecord a message
that is then played when the button is pushed. Hunger adapted this AAC tech-
nology for use with her puppy Stella, first using a single button that played the
word outside, training Stella to use it to communicate when she needed to go
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out to relieve herself.' From there on, more and more buttons were added
to increase Stella’s “vocabulary.” Based on the success of Stella using buttons to
communicate, Hunger has started her own business, Hunger for Words, which
sells these talking buttons, floor mats where the buttons can be installed to keep
them in place, and more. The company’s website greets the reader with the state-
ment “Dedicated to the belief that everyone has something to say” next to a pic-
ture of Hunger and her dog Stella, illustrating that “everyone” is by no means a
human-exclusive pronoun but that dogs are someones too.”> A second company
that has started to sell talking buttons for pets is California-based FluentPet,
whose buttons have become particularly popular due to Alexis Devine’s social
media videos showing her sheepadoodle Bunny using FluentPet’s buttons. The
videos of Bunny have gained tremendous attention in social media, with 8.3 mil-
lion followers on TikTok and 1.3 million on Instagram as of late 2023.” FluentPet
collaborates with the Comparative Cognition Lab at the University of California
San Diego, where the project TheyCanTalk seeks to determine “whether, and if so
to what degree, non-humans are able to express themselves in language-like
ways.” FluentPet sells its buttons in sets installed on hexagonal tiles (“HexTiles”)
that can be attached to others, with each tile having space for six buttons. Fluent-
Pet suggests that each HexTile should be organized around one word category,
although their understanding of a “word category” seems to combine syntactic
and semantic aspects and doesn’t follow a linguistic understanding of word clas-
ses.” The arrangement of multiple tiles is based on the Fitzgerald Key, a system
developed in the 1920s to teach deaf students grammatically correct sentence
structure (see Paul 2009; Franco et al. 2018). FluentPet’s adaptation of the Fitzger-
ald Key suggests starting with a tile for “sentence subjects,” which seems to exclu-
sively mean animate beings, followed by a tile to the right for “action words” and
then “sentence objects.” To the right of the objects tile, FluentPet suggests to place
a tile with buttons for “places.” In a second row below the first, additional tiles for
“social words” and “descriptors” can be placed. FluentPet writes on its homepage
that they “can’t yet be certain that the FluentPet approach to organizing button
boards will be successful, but our expertise in cognitive science and years spent
designing teaching tools for dogs leads us to believe that this organization is likely

1. In the following, the verbs sound and sound out will be used to mean “pressing the buttons to play
back a word.”

2. See https://www.hungerforwords.com.

3. See https://www.tiktok.com/@whataboutbunny?lang=en, https://www.instagram.com/whatabout
bunny/?hl=en.

4. See https://cclab.ucsd.edu/studies-for-pets/.

5. See https://eu.fluent.pet/pages/science-design.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. 26 Aug 2025 at 04:26:03, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use.


https://www.hungerforwords.com
https://www.tiktok.com/@whataboutbunny?lang=en
https://www.tiktok.com/@whataboutbunny?lang=en
https://www.instagram.com/whataboutbunny/?hl=en
https://www.instagram.com/whataboutbunny/?hl=en
https://www.instagram.com/whataboutbunny/?hl=en
https://cclab.ucsd.edu/studies-for-pets/
https://eu.fluent.pet/pages/science-design
https://www.cambridge.org/core

Technologically Mediated Human-Dog Interactions as Semiotic Assemblages 3 23

to be significantly easier to remember than sound buttons organized in a plain
cartesian grid.”

This suggested word order carries a number of both cognitive and linguistic
assumptions. Following a structure used for teaching grammar and syntax to deaf
children implies both that animal cognition is comparative to human cognition in
terms of learning and that animals, or at least dogs, can develop an understanding
of grammar in general and syntax in particular—precisely the feature of language
that is consistently claimed to be exclusively human. Additionally, basing the lay-
out suggestion on the standard English word order of subject-verb-object, which
is neither the only nor typologically the most common word order, either implies
a complete lack of awareness for the typological diversity of word order or sug-
gests that the company expects all their customers to use English, or another
SVO language, with their pets—or suggests the rather bizarre assumption of a
“universal dog grammar” that somehow favors this type of word order.

Talking Dogs?

This section includes screenshots and transcripts from two videos of human-
dog interactions mediated by buttons—one video of an interaction between
Christina Hunger and Stella and one of an interaction between Alexis Devine
and Bunny. While there are many videos on social media of pets using talking
buttons, Bunny is by far the most popular example. A video of Christina Hunger
and her dog Stella was selected for comparison, as she is the inventor of these talk-
ing buttons and the individual who popularized their use through social media.
Videos from the platform YouTube were chosen, as it can be argued that on such
a video-sharing platform “maximum visibility can be expected to be either the
users’ explicit goal or an accepted fact” (Legewie and Nassauer 2018, 10); using
videos shared on this site is thus arguably the most justifiable option from a re-
search ethics perspective. The videos were selected based on two criteria: first
and foremost, they should show the use of the soundboard in a multiturn inter-
action between the dog and the human and not just the dog using the soundboard;
second, the video with the most views that fulfilled criterion one was chosen based
on the assumption that it would be particularly exemplary for the interactions
between the respective dog and human. The videos chosen are “Stella Wants
to Know ‘When’” from the YouTube account @hungerforwords, which has
52,000 views (as of spring 2023), and “What an Amazing Conversation!!” from
the YouTube account @whataboutbunny, which has 2.6 million views. This
disparity in the number of views reflects the vast difference in reach of Alexis

6. Ibid.
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Devine’s videos of Bunny and Christina Hunger’s of Stella. Transcripts of the
videos were created based on GAT2 and Mondada’s (2018) conventions for mul-
timodal transcription, noting verbal utterances, bodily actions, and gaze. The
“primate of the verbal” (Mondémé 2019, 81) inherent in regular transcripts
for conversation analysis proves problematic for the transcription of interspecies
interactions where speech is not necessarily primary to bodily action. In order to
represent this in the transcripts, it was decided that bodily actions are not tran-
scribed as part of the numbered segment of previous speech but as separate
occurrences represented through individual line numbering. Their temporal in-
terrelatedness with other events during the interaction is represented by the place-
ment of the symbols for the respective bodily action or gaze. During the transcrip-
tion process, the additional problem arose of whether the messages played from
the buttons upon being pressed should be presented as an interlocutor in its
own right or whether their being activated and playing a prerecorded utterance
should rather be described as embodied action involving a sound-output device.
I decided to represent the soundboard as an interlocutor based on two consider-
ations: it is the messages played after activation to which the human interlocutors
react rather than the pressing of the buttons itself; and in conversation analyses of
human interactions with voice user interfaces like Amazon’s Alexa or the Google
Assistant, these entities are represented as interlocutors (e.g., Porcheron et al.
2018; Habscheid 2022), thus providing a precedence for treating “talking” tech-
nology as interactants. This additionally makes sense from an actor-network-
theory perspective that takes into account the agency of objects (Latour 2005)
and considers their role in networks of interacting actors.

The first video to discuss here was published on April 30, 2021, by Christina
Hunger on her account @hungerforwords and is 35 seconds long. It shows
Christina Hunger and her dog Stella in an indoor room, presumably the living
room, where Stella’s soundboard is located (fig. 1). The soundboard is a wooden
plank with four rows of 12 buttons. The video begins with Christina sitting on a
rug in the middle of the room and Stella standing in front of her.”

Transcript 1.

01 C ((smiling voice)) stella GOod girl (-] good girl stelLA
02 C S strokes Stella............ *

03 C love you +(.J*love you stella*+

04 S +walks closer to C and smells her face+

7. In transcript 1, C = Christina Hunger, S = Stella, and SB = soundboard; * * indicates embodied action
Christina, + + indicates gaze Christina, + + indicates embodied action Stella, and & & indicates gaze Stella.
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Transcript 1. (Continued)

05
06
07
08
09
10
"
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23

24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43

w

w

w

U’U)O%U)U)U)OOOUTOU’OOOUTOO

w @ w

U’OO%OOOU’U’OOU’OOU’OOU)U’M

*strokes the dog’s head*
yes+
+turns and walks towards the soundboard+
*leans over to the soundboard and reaches toward buttons*
LOve *you*
*presses button*
love YOu
*presses button*
STElla=
=STE+*(la
+looks at Stella+
*strokes Stella’s back with left hand-->
+presses button+
OUTside
+presses button+
Co-->*me
((laughs))
+walks to the other side of the board+
&(3.5)&+
&shifts her gaze between Christina and the door&
+presses button+
wh+en?+
+turns the other direction+
((laughs))+outside &come WhEN?+
+looks at Stella =
&looks at Christina-->
*leans towards the board and presses button*
OUTside
Outside-->&
come
*presses button*
co&me
&looks towards camera&
NOW
*searches the right button and presses button*
+looks at Stella+
now
((getting up)) OUTside come *NOw
*+walks out of the video frame*
+follows Christina+

It becomes evident in the transcript that using the talking buttons on the sound-

board is a joint interactive practice that both human and dog engage in, and

through this they create a kind of conversation. The scene starts with an interac-

tion between human and dog where Christina affectionally speaks to Stella while

stroking and caressing her, which is reciprocated by the dog by coming closer and

stretching her head toward Christina’s face. Even though Stella then walks toward

the soundboard, it is Christina who first uses it for conversational purposes by
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Figure 1. Christina Hunger and Stella using the soundboard

pressing the “love you” button, repeating through the use of the buttons her pre-
vious utterance. As this is the third utterance of the same content, it can be as-
sumed that this use of the talking buttons is an attempt to model their use to
the dog in order to motivate her to use them as well. It is only after Christina’s
initiation that Stella engages with the soundboard, pressing the buttons “outside”
and “come.” Christina does not immediately respond to this beyond laughing
until Stella then walks around the soundboard and pushes a button that plays
back the interrogative pronoun when. Laughing, Christina repeats the playback
messages outside, come, and when and prosodically turns them into a meaningful
question, albeit one with an ungrammatical syntax. Christina answers this ques-
tion that Stella, the soundboard, and she herself have cocreated by pressing the

» ¢«

buttons “outside,” “come,” and “now” while simultaneously uttering the same words.
She then repeats the words played back by the soundboard and again uses prosodic
structures to turn these single words into a statement, which can be understood as
a response to the previous question by modeling the same ungrammatical syntax
and replacing the interrogative pronoun with the temporal adverb now. This ver-
balization is accompanied by the physical action of getting up and walking out of
the video frame, presumably toward a door to then indeed go outside.
Throughout this interaction, Stella uses the buttons only twice, once to create
the utterance outside come and then to press the button “when,” whereas Chris-
tina uses the soundboard repeatedly to either make the buttons mimic what she
previously said or to sound along to what she is verbally saying. Her participation
in the interaction with Stella is thus constantly multimodal and multimedial in
the sense that her contributions are always both verbal and technologically
sounded out. As she adapts her speech to the possibilities the soundboard
offers, Christina’s language use in the interaction with Stella becomes heavily re-
duced and lacks syntactical structure. Instead, it can rather be described as the
combination of single lexemes and phrases that inherit their meaningfulness
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from context and situational framing. This is very similar in the YouTube video
“What an Amazing Conversation” that Alexis Devine uploaded to her account
@whataboutbunny on September 9, 2020. The video shows Bunny in a room
in which the FluentPet soundboard, with about 50 buttons, is set up (fig. 2). In
the middle of the room is a blue rug on which lies a piece of rope. In the back-
ground are a door leading to a balcony or terrace, a bookshelf, and some plants.
Alexis Devine is filming with a handheld camera, probably a smartphone, and is
therefore not visible.®

Transcript 2.

01 B #walks around the soundboard, presses button#
02 SB good

03 B wlooks towards the camera/alexiso

04 A good?

05 (3.9)

06 A who is good?

07 B #takes a few steps#

08 B #stretches the right front leg and presses button#
09 B bunny

10 A ((laughing)) yeah (.) bunny GOO:d

1" B wolooks towards camera/alexiswo

12 A YES bunny goo:d

13 (8.1)

14 8walks toward bunny and soundboard§
15 A §strokes bunny’s head§

16 ((clicking noise from pressing buttons))

>

17 SB  YES () bunny (.) good

18 A YES bunny goo:d

19 B #presses button#

20 SB  DAd

21 B #presses different button#

22 SB  PLAy

23 B oolooks up towards camera/alexisoo

24 A dad play, (_) dad BY:e

25 A §presses buttons with right hand leaning down§
26 SB  dad () play

27 A LASter

28 A §presses buttons§

29 SB later

30 A DAd play later

31 B wlooks awayw

32 A dad play oL Ater

33 B wlooks at alexis/the cameraco
34 A do you want Mom #play#,

35 B #tilts head#

8. In transcript 2, A = Alexis Devine, B = Bunny, SB = soundboard; § § indicates embodied action Alexis,
# # indicates embodied action Bunny, and o o indicates gaze Bunny.
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Transcript 2. (Continued)

36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46

47
48
49
50
51
52
53

w

> > > wwuww

> wWw>wr>>>>

(7.2)
bunny want mom PLAy,
§presses buttons$
bunny (.) want [.) mom (.) PLAy (.) mmh::?
(6.1)
#presses buttons#
COme () tug
wlooks at camera/alexiso
come TUg? (.) okay
((high pitched)) LEt's play §tug
8holds out rope towards

bunny, moves towards bunny§
((makes melodic sounds))
§moves rope in bunny’s direction§
COme here (_] let's play TUg
#bunny walks towards alexis#
let’s# play tug

#takes rope into mouth#
((laughing)) yeah:

Here, the video starts with Bunny using the soundboard and pressing the button
“good.” Alexis Devine takes this as an invitation to start a conversation and ver-
bally asks who Bunny is referring to. When Bunny presses the button “Bunny,”
Alexis understands this as a response to her question and confirms this by first
saying, then sounding, and then saying again yes Bunny good (lines 12-18). As
we have seen in the previous transcript of Christina Hunger’s interaction with

\ A

Figure 2. Bunny using the soundboard
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Stella (transcript 1, lines 27 and 41), Alexis carries over the ungrammatical syn-
tax from the buttons into her verbalizations.

Seemingly unrelated to repeatedly being told Bunny good, Bunny then goes on
to sound dad and play, which Alexis verbally repeats before verbally adding dad
bye, assumedly to tell Bunny that her “dad,” that is, Alexis’s partner, is not cur-
rently at home. Using the buttons, Alexis then sounds dad play later and repeats
those words orally. She then asks Bunny verbally do you want mom play—notice-
able here is the do-support in her speaking, which is absent in the soundboard-
based communication—which is then followed by a longer pause (7.2 seconds).
When Bunny doesn’t react, Alexis rephrases her question to Bunny want mom
play and repeats these words through the soundboard (lines 37-39). After another
pause of six seconds, Bunny uses the buttons “come” and “tug.” Alexis verbally
repeats the two words and confirms this with okay before saying let’s play tug.
While saying this, she holds out the piece of rope that was previously lying on
the floor, showing that she has understood Bunny’s come tug as a request to play
tug and not, for example, a question concerning where the rope for playing tug
is. After repeating let’s play tug twice more and moving the rope toward Bunny’s
face, the dog finally takes the rope into her mouth and starts playing.

Semiotic Assemblages

Rather than showing actual language acquisition by dogs, these videos show
that training dogs to use talking buttons allows both humans and dogs to find
a communicative medium, or, in Weil’s words, “to find a place of intersection
between [their] worlds” (2012, 11). Christina Hunger echoes this phrasing
when she notes that “it felt like the two of us entered our own bubble of com-
munication together” (2021, 165). This “place of intersection” or “bubble of
communication” seems to be located somewhere between “mere” communica-
tion and “real” language: While the dogs appear to form language-like utterances
by activating the buttons to play back lexical items and short phrases, the humans
in these interactions both model the button use to the dogs but at the same time
verbally imitate the button-based form of language use, reducing their verbal lan-
guage to combinations of lexemes without syntactical structure or grammatical
features like inflection or the use of auxiliaries. This might indeed be well suited
for dogs’ passive capacity for human language that studies show to be centered on
lexical processing (e.g., Kaminski et al. 2004; Andics et al. 2016). The imitative
quality of (potential) language learning is here displayed not just by the animals,
who learn to use the buttons based on humans’ modeling their use to them, but
also by the humans themselves when they adapt their linguistic potential to the
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limited options the talking buttons offer. This is particularly interesting because
human language is so often described as distinct from animal communication
specifically because of its abstract features, that is, grammar and syntax (e.g.,
Zuberbiihler 2019), which is exactly what seems to be given up first in the button-
based communication. That Alexis Devine’s dad bye (transcript 2, line 24) is sup-
posed to mean “dad is currently not at home and can therefore not play with you”
is not understandable through the linguistic features of this utterance alone and
can only be deduced from the interaction’s situational frame. In this, also the re-
ductionist understandings of human language that are prevalent in the attempts
to distinguish between human language and animal communication become ap-
parent as human-human language-based interaction is just as dependent on its
nonverbal and multimodal aspects as is the interaction of humans and animals.
The inferences and interpretations necessary to establish the meaningfulness of
button-based communication further resembles parent’s interactions with infants
and infant-directed speech in which paraverbal aspects as well as the simple co-
occurrence of words are central resources of meaning-making (e.g., Bryant and
Barrett 2007; You et al. 2021). The overall similarities between pet-directed and
infant-directed speech have been pointed out numerous times (e.g., Burnham
et al. 1998; Ben-Aderet et al. 2017).

The “place of intersection” that Weil (2012, 11) speaks of is not only located
between language and communication but also placed somewhere between the
human and the dog: their communication around the talking buttons is simul-
taneously an “animalization” of the human code and a “humanization” of the
animal code. It involves anthropomorphizing assumptions of dogs’ cognition in
that their use of the buttons is seen as them using “language” to express their
thoughts and desires, while at the same time the humans in these interactions re-
duce their linguistic capacity to a string of lexical signs—which might be easier for
the animal interlocutor to decipher than a linguistically well-formed sentence—
and that obtains its meaningfulness through its nonlinguistic situatedness, that is,
the assemblage of objects, bodies, places, and the relations between them. Assem-
blage here is understood to comprise “two segments, one of content, the other of
expression” (Deleuze and Guattari [1987] 2005, 88). Even though it might be over-
simplistic to assume content and expression to be clearly distinguishable and
without interaction between them, following the Saussurean idea that any sign
consists of a signifier and a signified, the concept of assemblages can nevertheless
be fruitful in that they comprise both a “machinic assemblage of bodies, of actions
and passions, an intermingling of bodies reacting to one another” and a “collective
assemblage of enunciation, of acts and statements, of incorporeal transformations
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attributed to bodies” (Deleuze and Guattari [1987] 2005, 88). It is in this coming
together of the “machinic” assemblage, made up of the human and canine bodies,
the soundboard and its buttons, the spatiality of the room with its toys and doors,
and the collective assemblage of enunciation consisting of the soundboard’s
played-back words and phrases and the verbalizations and vocalizations of hu-
man and dog, that meaningful interaction arises. The assemblage of button-based
human-dog interactions thus “necessarily acts on semiotic flows, material flows,
and social flows simultaneously” (Deleuze and Guattari [1987] 2005, 22f.).

I would therefore argue that it is rather reductive to see these videos as evi-
dence for canine language learning, given that it is questionable to which extent
the human communication in them can be characterized as “real” language use,
and so much more is evidently contributing to the cooperative meaning-making
than just “language.” Instead, I would like to emphasize what actually takes
place in these interactions: human and dogs engaging in a highly multimodal,
multisensorial, situated cocreation of meaning. This communication is con-
structed through touch, gaze, verbal utterances, movement, and gestures, as well
as through verbal utterances and the use of the talking buttons. It is this assem-
blage of lexical meaning, situated embodied practices, and objects that consti-
tutes meaningful interaction based on the familiarity between the interactants
in these videos. Stella’s outside come (transcript 1, lines 17-20) could, on a mere
lexical level, be interpreted as her hearing someone approaching the residence
from the outside just as much as expressing a desire to go outside. The
situatedness of these two words and the related world knowledge—it is a dog
who “says” these words, and we know that dogs go for walks and relieve them-
selves outside—favors the interpretation of those words as expressing a desire
rather than a comment on a happening event. Stella then pressing the button
“when”—even though it is impossible to know whether she understands the
meaning of this interrogative pronoun or whether to her this button is rather
a way to express urgency—supports this interpretation. Whether Stella actually
understands Christina’s response outside come now (transcript 1, lines 30-41) as
stating that they can in fact go outside now or whether she reacts to Christina
subsequently getting up and walking out of the video frame cannot be deduced
from the video alone.

Similarly, it is impossible to know whether Bunny pressing the buttons
“dad” and “play” (transcript 2, lines 19-22) is actually meant as the expressed
desire of playing together with her male owner, as Alexis Devine interprets it
based on the situatedness and previous experience. It is equally unclear whether
Bunny actually means that she wants to play tug when she presses the buttons
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“come” and “tug” (transcript 2, lines 41-42), given that it takes several attempts of
Alexis saying let’s play tug and moving the piece of rope in front of Bunny’s face
(lines 44-51) before the dog starts playing. The social meaning of these situations
is thus assembled through their multimodality and multisensoriality in which
bodies, language, and objects, as well as sound and touch, come together to cre-
ate meaning in interaction. These interactions might therefore rather be de-
scribed as semiotic assemblages (Pennycook 2017) than as language-based con-
versations—which might be just as true for human-human interactions that are
equally informed by their multimodality and situatedness. Based on Deleuze and
Guattari’s ([1987] 2005) concept of assemblage, Pennycook’s emphasis on semi-
otic assemblages aims to expand beyond multimodality “to bring in the multi-
sensorial nature of our worlds, the vibrancy of objects and the ways these come
together in particular and momentary constellations” (2017, 11). In this perspec-
tive, it is not merely the static, spatial situatedness of interaction that makes up a
semiotic assemblage but rather “the dynamic relations among objects, places and
linguistic resources, an emergent property deriving from the interactions between
people, artefacts and space” (11). As such, it is not just the humans, the dogs, the
soundboard, and “the language” that create the semiotic assemblage of interaction
through talking buttons but also the bodies’ movements around the soundboard,
their touching the buttons, the sound and utterances from humans and the sound-
board, the touch between human and dog, and the piece of rope that semiotically
come together to assemble meaningful communication.

Conclusion
Stella and Bunny are neither social media versions of Clever Hans nor proof of
dogs’ ability to actively use human language facilitated by speech technology.
Were we to take FluentPet and Hunger for Words seriously in their claims that
talking buttons are a way to teach dogs human language and a tool for pets “to
tell us what they’re thinking,” it would indeed be relevant to follow Weil’s (2012)
application of Spivak’s question “Can the subaltern speak?” to the case of animals
learning human language and ask if such a practice would always lead to animals
saying what humans want to hear. The answer to this could only ever be yes, as the
technology of talking buttons quite literally involves humans providing specific
words they deem relevant for the dog to say.

Instead, and more interestingly, the videos have revealed a “place of intersec-
tion” between language and communication as well as between human and animal.

9. See https://eu.fluent.pet/pages/science-design and https://eu.fluent.pet.
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In the button-based interaction, the human interactants give up precisely the
one feature consequently deemed to be unique to human language—syntactical
structures—and instead use strings of lexical items without considerations of
word order, inflection, and other syntactical features. This reduced “quasi-
language” is semiotically enriched and assembled through its multimodal and
multisensorial situatedness and embodied forms of interaction. Even though
Stella and Bunny do use the talking buttons in their interactions, these sound-
board utterances become meaningful only through the social relationships be-
tween humans and dogs, through their situational framing, and through move-
ment and touch. I therefore posit that these practices of communication through
talking buttons might best be understood as semiotic assemblages, deriving
meaning from “the dynamic relations among objects, places and linguistic re-
sources” and from “the interactions between people, artefacts and space”
(Pennycook 2017, 11).

Concludingly, we might ask whether theorizing on animals’ capacity for lan-
guage has rather misunderstood the point. In trying to establish thresholds
that communication must reach in order to be considered “language,” such ap-
proaches have only ever constituted a debate among humans about human ex-
ceptionalism for which the uniqueness of human language is paramount. Rather
than appreciating similarities in the nonverbal, embodied communication of
human and nonhuman animals or asking what humans might be able to learn
from other animals when it comes to the corporealities of languaging, linguistics
has always taken as its starting point the superiority of the human and its mode of
communication over other forms of being and communicating. Contemporary
dog training, however, teaches us that it is the human just as much as the dog
who needs to be trained in successful communication. Talking buttons thus func-
tion as a curious “place of intersection” (Weil 2012, 11) that simultaneously ap-
peals to human exceptionalism through anthropomorphization of the animal
other (i.e., giving dogs “real language”) while ostensibly necessitating an “animal-
ization” on the part of humans through “delanguaging” their language in terms of
syntactic reduction and by reminding them that human languaging always is em-
bodied practice too.
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