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“To his dog, every man is Napoleon: hence the constant popular-
ity of dogs.”

(Attributed to Aldous Huxley in Esar 1951, p.105)

ANY humans desire to keep animals as pets or companions.’

This desire runs deep, as is evidenced by the fact that more

than half of the world’s human population now lives in a

household with a pet (Health for Animals 2022). While the raw num-

bers are difficult to digest, in many countries, pets vastly outnumber
human children.?

Most ethical evaluations of pet keeping focus on whether we can
give pets good lives. And most agree that while certain aspects of the
practice are harmful and require reform, pet keeping is compatible
with respect for animal rights.3 However, the tendency to focus on the

1. Throughout the paper we use the term “pet” rather than “companion” be-
cause we think it more accurately captures the structural relations of power
between humans and these animals. However, nothing hangs on this termi-
nological choice, as our argument concerns the nature of the relationship
between humans and pets, not the labels we use. We generally refer to hu-
mans in this relationship as “guardians” as opposed to “owners” to indicate
that our objection is not reducible to the property status of pets (see note
4).

2. For example, in the UK, Brits keep 10.6 million dogs, 10.8 million cats, and
800 thousand rabbits (People's Dispensary for Sick Animals, 2024). By con-
trast, there are 14.4 million human children under the age of 18 (UNICEF,
2024). In the US, there are an estimated 83 million dogs and 60 million
cats (American Veterinary Medical Association, 2022) and only 74.1 million
human children under the age of 18 (UNICEEF, 2024).

3. See, e.g., Cochrane (2014), Donaldson and Kymlicka (2011), Korsgaard
(2018 pp. 233-237), Nussbaum (2022, p. 193-222), and Palmer and Kasper-
bauer (2022). An important exception is the work of Gary Francione (e.g.,
Francione 2008; Francione and Charlton 2015). Francione argues that non-
human animals have a right not to be treated as property and that respect-
ing this right requires abolishing all human use of animals, including the
practice of pet keeping. This view has been widely rejected as, for instance,
“not intellectually sustainable” (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011, p. 79), and
as leading to “bizarre and unsavoury conclusions” (Milburn 2022, p. 8).
While influenced by and indebted to Francione’s work, our aim here is to
develop a novel approach that focuses on the legitimacy of power relations
between humans and pets rather than the property status of animals.
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well-being of individual pets obscures important political dimensions
of the practice. Pet keeping is a socio-political institution that instan-
tiates systematic relations of power between humans and millions of
nonhuman animals. This institution consists in a public system of le-
gal and social norms which define positions such as pet and guardian
through which pets are subject to socially organised power at both a
domestic and a centralised political level.

At the domestic level, pets are subject to the extensive power
of guardians or owners who control most aspects of a pet’s life.
Guardians determine, for example: where their pets sleep, whether
they are caged, what they eat, where and when they can defecate and
urinate, whether and how they are socialised, whether they have op-
portunities for exercise and play, whether, when, and how they repro-
duce, whether they raise their young, whether they receive medical
treatment, and whether they are killed or euthanised. This domestic
power is typically regulated through political decision-making and the
rule of law, such that pets are also subject to the power of the state.

The institution of pet keeping is an entrenched social structure that
we deliberately maintain and reproduce. As with many socio-political
structures, the existence and operation of the institution is taken for
granted as a fact of life. Indeed, it is usually assumed that adults have
a right to acquire pets and that it is permissible for humans to possess
and exercise the vastly superior power that we wield over them. Yet in
many important respects, the power we exercise over pets is no differ-
ent to the power we exercise over one another, both individually and
collectively. This means that, on the widespread assumption that these
animals have moral status, the power exercised over pets requires jus-
tification. What gives the state the right to issue and enforce laws that
govern the lives of pets? What gives individual guardians or families,
who are assigned power and responsibility for individual pets, the au-
thority to control, coerce, and demand obedience from these animals?

In this article, we argue that there are no satisfactory answers to
these questions and that the relations of power central to the institution
of pet keeping are illegitimate. While our main focus is the institution
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of pet keeping as it exists in many societies today, the argument applies
to any future version of the institution that exhibits the objectionable
relations of power that we identify. The practical upshot — which is out
of step not only with public sentiment but also much recent work in
animal rights theory — is that we have a strong moral reason to abolish
the institution of pet keeping.4

In Section 1, we lay the groundwork by elaborating on the form of
power that is our central concern and arguing in greater detail that
our power over pets is evaluable in terms of legitimacy. We interpret
the legitimacy of power relations as concerning whether those subject
to power have unanswered moral complaints against the imposition
or maintenance of those relations of power. In Sections 2, 3, and 4 we
argue that pets have three such complaints. First, our power over pets
disrespects their moral independence: the fact that as sentient crea-
tures that are the subjects of a life, they are not simply available to be
used to serve the interests or projects of others. Second, our extensive
power over pets systematically sets back their interests in exercising
control and self-determination over their own bodies, actions, and en-
vironment. Third, in subjecting pets to asymmetric relations of power
in which they are heavily dependent on their guardians and the wider
human community for the satisfaction of their needs and interests, we
subject them to unnecessary, and therefore morally objectionable, risks
of serious harm. These three complaints, taken together, support our
claim that the relations of power to which pets are subject are illegiti-
mate.5 Section 5 concludes and briefly addresses some practical impli-

4. Our commitment to abolition over reform reflects our scepticism about the
possibility of transforming the relations of power involved in pet keeping
to avoid the objections we raise in this paper (see §5).

5. Our focus is on sentient animals who are the “subjects of a life” (see Section
2). Subjects of a life are wilful creatures that are not merely capable of
experiencing pleasure and pain but also have preferences and can act to
satisfy them (Regan 2004, pp. 84-85; see also Korsgaard 2018, Ch. 2). There
is robust and widely available empirical evidence which shows that most
sentient animals kept as pets meet this condition including, for example,
hamsters, koi carp, rats, rabbits, guinea pigs, chickens, parrots, clownfish,
dogs, geckos, and cats. However, it may be that some creatures kept as pets
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cations.

1. Pets, Directive Power, and the Question of Legitimacy

1.1 Pets and Directive Power

The form of power that is our central concern is directive power, that is,
the power to control how another individual acts (Dahl 1957, pp. 202-
203; Ladenson 1980, p. 137; Beetham 2013, p. 43; Viehoff 2017, p. 285).
One individual, Anna, may occasionally have directive power over an-
other, Billy, just because Anna is physically stronger. However, our pri-
mary concern is with the social and political organisation of power: the
way in which social practices and political institutions put some agents
in a position to constrain and control others” actions. Familiar political
examples include the position of legislator and police officer. Familiar
social examples include the roles of parent and teacher.

While a full analysis is beyond the scope of this essay, there are
three common ways in which directive power is exercised. First, direc-
tive power is often coercive, as when decisions or directives are enforced
through threats, deterrents, or physical force. Second, directive power
is often normative power, which means that power holders have (or at
least claim) the ability to affect the existence or application of norms
governing conduct. This includes the power to impose binding duties,
grant or revoke permissions, and delegate further powers to subjects
and officials. Third, directive power may be educative power, whereby
power holders can direct an individual’s behaviour by socialising or
habituating them into a pattern of conduct.

Pets are subject to all three forms of power. As we have already ob-
served, guardians have vastly superior power to control what their pets
do, and this power is often coercive. Consider, for example, guardians’

are sentient yet lack the capacity for self-determined agency. While these
creatures may not have the full suite of complaints defended in this paper,
they will have at least the third complaint, namely, a complaint against
being exposed to morally objectionable risks of harm. Non-sentient animals
kept as pets fall entirely outside the scope of our argument. Thanks to an
anonymous reviewer for raising this issue.
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use of cages, harnesses, leads, and muzzles. Importantly, however, the
power guardians exercise over pets is not just a matter of pets being
forced to do, or prevented from doing, certain things. It is also a mat-
ter of socialisation and training which involves the exercise of educative
power. Centrally, this involves habituation into norms and the devel-
opment of (or failure to develop) nascent skills and capacities. For all
social beings, educative power plays a significant role in shaping an
individual’s character, behaviours, and, generally, in determining the
kind of life they can live.

In the case of normative power, things are a little more complicated.
Many pets have been socialised to behave in accordance with social
norms and expectations. For example, they may be socialised to not
bite or scratch us, be housetrained, make little noise, be open to being
held, stroked, and bathed, and respond to specific commands. Yet pets
are unable to apprehend and reason about norms in the ways that most
adult humans can. Pets do not recognise the normative powers of the
state or refer to the law in their practical deliberations. For this reason,
we cannot directly exercise normative power over pets, seeking to give
them new reasons for action merely by declaration (e.g., the commands
of a police officer).

Nevertheless, pets are still subject to the normative power of the
state because the state’s laws regulate what pets can do and what can
happen to them. These legal standards are recognised by and enforced
upon them by humans. Indeed, our laws assign the powers and respon-
sibilities that accrue to enforcement agencies and non-state actors such
as guardians, vets, and rescue organisations. Thus, while the way in
which we exercise normative power over pets is indirect, as mediated
by the officials and individuals who recognise and respond to legal
norms, it plays a central role in shaping the lives that pets can live.

To illustrate, consider how domestic power is regulated through po-
litical decision-making and regulation covering animal ownership, wel-
fare and killing, animal access to public spaces, veterinary medicine,
and more. For example, the main piece of legislation in the UK cover-
ing pet welfare is the Animal Welfare Act 2006 which applies to those
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animals “under the control of man” (2(b)). Section 9 of the Act re-
quires that pet owners “take such steps as are reasonable in all the
circumstances to ensure that the needs of an animal for which he is
responsible are met to the extent required by good practice,” making
the failure to do so a criminal offence. The Dangerous Dogs Act 1991
makes it a criminal offence to allow any dog to be dangerously out
of control in any place, including the home, and prohibits the owner-
ship of certain kinds of dogs. This is supplemented by Public Spaces
Protection Orders that require owners to exhibit greater control over
their dogs in certain areas, for example, preventing dogs from going
onto farmland or into children’s play areas. These examples show that
pets are, like all of us, subject to various channels of organised political

power.®

1.2 Power and Legitimacy
Having established that pets are subject to extensive directive power,
we now turn to the question of whether this power is legitimate. As
a starting point, note that a central tenet of liberal political thought
is that no individual naturally has legitimate power or authority over
another. Insofar as Anna obligates, coerces, threatens, or uses force to
compel Billy to comply with her demands, Billy is thought to have
a complaint that must be addressed if Anna’s exercise of power over
Billy is to be legitimate. This complaint is of special interest when the
power that Anna possesses is not a contingent feature of Anna and
Billy’s circumstances, but a product of their shared social practices and
political institutions. Since these relations of rule are the result of inten-
tional action and open to change, we can ask whether the institution
that positions Anna as ruler and Billy as subject is justifiable.

In our view, the power humans exercise over pets is no different.
The foregoing shows that pets are subject to an extensive range of
directive power that impacts all aspects of their lives. Moreover, these

6. For similar observations in the context of New South Wales, Australia, see
Dinesh Wadiwel (2015), pp. 201-203.
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relations of power are forcibly imposed upon most pets and there is
no meaningful opportunity of exit. Rarely do pets choose to be pets
or live in human households, and rarely do they have control over
the particular individuals with whom they live. Thus, one common
way of undercutting objections to relations of power — namely, that the
individuals in question are voluntary participants to these relations
(e.g. Kolodny 2023, p. 100) — is absent. So, we must ask, what justifies
our individual and collective power over pets? Without a compelling
answer, we should conclude that the power we wield is illegitimate.

Of course, some will deny that questions of legitimacy arise in re-
lation to pets. For instance, one might suggest that since pets are not
autonomous agents, they lack an interest in being free of our control.
Alternatively, it might be claimed that questions of legitimacy only
apply to those who are “reasonable and rational” (Rawls 2005). Or
perhaps legitimacy is primarily concerned with the normative power
exercised by the state — the power to create and impose binding duties
on subjects — such that the question of legitimacy only applies to those
with the capacity to understand and obey such duties.

Later we will argue that domesticated animals do have interests in
being free of our control and that these interests help explain what is
objectionable about the power we wield over them. For present pur-
poses, however, we need only observe that these objections depend
on the dubious assumption that questions concerning the legitimacy
of power only apply to individuals with full capacities for autonomy
and moral agency. This assumption is questionable because it denies
that the power exercised (e.g., by parents, teachers, doctors, etc.) over
children and other humans who lack these capacities may be illegiti-
mate. If that were true, then it would seem we never have reason to be
concerned about the ways in which power is exercised over especially
vulnerable individuals. But this is obviously not the case. While differ-
ent forms of treatment may be appropriate for such individuals, few
would be prepared to grant that they are simply available to be used
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or treated as we like.”

For this reason, we must inquire into the legitimacy of the power
relations that are instantiated by the institution of pet keeping. With-
out subscribing to a wholesale view, we understand legitimacy to con-
cern the moral acceptability of the relationship between subject and
ruler (Viehoff 2016, p. 12). In turn, we assess the moral acceptability of
the relationship between subject and ruler by considering whether the
subject has moral complaints against the imposition or maintenance of
these relations of power. Importantly, our aim is not to assess the ac-
ceptability of particular relationships. Rather, the question is whether
those animals socially positioned as pets, considered generally, have a
moral complaint against the relations of power instantiated by the in-
stitution of pet keeping. In addressing this question, we thus consider
the generic interests of nonhuman animals who are or may be subject
to the relations of power central to that institution. Similarly, we might
consider the moral acceptability of relations of power between those
in various social and official roles, such as between legislators and citi-
zens, judges and the accused, parents and children, and so on. This is
primarily a concern with the political institutions and social practices
that organise and scaffold relationships of power between individuals.

In the next three sections, we develop three complaints that pets
have against the relations of power to which they are subject. Together
these complaints support our thesis that the relations of power central
to the institution of pet keeping are illegitimate.

7. Many understand political legitimacy as primarily consisting in an entitle-
ment to coercively enforce decisions, and thus as naturally extending to all
those subject to coercive power (e.g. Dworkin 1986, p. 191; Williams 2005,
p- 23). Of course, some may prefer to reserve the word “legitimacy” for
something else. Yet however we resolve these conceptual and terminolog-
ical disputes, the possession and exercise of all forms of politically organ-
ised power stands in need of justification. Those unhappy with our usage
are henceforth invited to replace talk of “legitimacy” with talk of “justifia-
bility.”
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2. Moral Independence and the Justification of Power

In this section, we develop a complaint that is rooted not in the ef-
fects of relations of power on subjects, but rather, on the way in which
relations of power are justified. To foreshadow the central idea, we ar-
gue that morally acceptable justifications of asymmetric power must
appeal to the ways in which power advances or protects the interests
of the subject of power rather than the interests or goals of the ruler.
Justifications that appeal to the interests of the would-be ruler fail, we
will say, to respect the moral independence of the subject of power.?

To develop these claims, begin with the observation that every non-
human animal - like every human being — has their own life to live,
a life to which they bear a unique and special relation. Furthermore,
many such animals are, like humans, the “subject of a life.” Consider
Tom Regan’s famous elaboration of this idea:

[W]e are each of us the experiencing subject of a life, a conscious
creature having an individual welfare that has importance to us
whatever our usefulness to others. We want and prefer things,
believe and feel things, recall and expect things. And all these
dimensions of our life, including our pleasure and pain, our en-
joyment and suffering, our satisfaction and frustration, our con-
tinued existence or our untimely death - all make a difference to
the quality of our life as lived, as experienced, by us as individu-
als. As the same is true of those animals that concern us. .. they
too must be viewed as the experiencing subjects of a life, with
inherent value of their own. (Regan 1985, p. 22)

Observations of this kind — about our separateness or individuality —
are commonly relied upon to motivate the claim that there are moral
constraints on how we (humans) can permissibly treat one another. For
instance, your body is yours and cannot normally be used to advance
others’ ends without your consent. We cannot, for example, test our

8. This understanding of moral independence and its bearing on the justifica-
tion of power is developed by Daniel Viehoff (2017).
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homemade soap on your skin without your permission. Similarly, your
agency — your ability to respond to your environment and pursue the
desires, projects, and relationships that constitute your life — is yours
to exercise as you see fit. For instance, we cannot ordinarily force you
to help us paint our house, go to the shops, or chop wood for our
fire. While there are circumstances in which others can permissibly
demand or force you to use your body or agency (e.g., to help save
lives in an emergency), they cannot simply use you as an extension of
their own body and agency to pursue their own interests and projects.
To do so would neglect your moral independence, the fact that you are an
individual with your own life to lead, your own well-being, and your
own projects, preferences, and relationships.

You and others thus stand in an asymmetrical relationship regard-
ing the permissible use of your body and agency (and vice versa). Fur-
thermore, as these examples suggest, the normative asymmetry that re-
flects our moral independence has implications for the ways in which
others can justify exercising power over you. The precise contours of
this justificatory constraint are complex. For present purposes, two di-
mensions of this constraint are particularly important. First, to respect
another’s moral independence, justifications of power over them must
be subject-focused.?

Subject-Focused Constraint: To be legitimate, relations of asym-
metric power must be justified by appeal to the interests of the
subjects of power. The interests or projects of the ruler(s) that
would be served by their possession of power cannot enter the
justification.

To illustrate, consider that we might value having power over you
because of the ways in which it would serve our own interests and
projects. For example, it would enable us to complete our decorating
projects, source fine wines with which to impress our dinner guests, or
avoid the physical effort of chopping logs. However, the fact that we

9. See, e.g., Raz (1986), pp. 55-6, and Viehoff (2016).
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would benefit in these ways cannot contribute to a justification of our
having power over you. This is not just the claim that your interest in
having control over what you do outweighs our interest in having con-
trol over you. Even if serving us in these ways would in fact promote
our well-being more than it would detract from yours, attempting to
justify power in this way would disregard your moral independence,
the fact that your body and agency are not generally available for oth-
ers to use in the pursuit of their ends.

Notably, we recognise a similar constraint when interacting with
humans who - for a variety of reasons — are not deemed competent
to make some or all of their own decisions. For instance, young chil-
dren, or those suffering from dementia, are sometimes unable to re-
liably decide how they should use their own body or agency. This
means that we are permitted, within bounds, to substitute our own
decision-making for theirs and to enforce our decisions upon them.
Nevertheless, this does not license our use of children or individuals
with cognitive impairments to serve our own purposes. The basic nor-
mative asymmetry between us, informing how we may permissibly
relate to their body and agency, persists.

Thus, a good justification of the distribution and exercise of power
must be subject-focused. To be sure, our power to make decisions and
exercise control may also serve our own interests, even our interests
in exercising power. For example, Harry Brighouse and Adam Swift
argue that parents have a significant interest in having a relationship
with children which partly consists in the possession of an extensive
right to make and enforce decisions for their children (2014, Ch. 4).
However, as Brighouse and Swift point out, this interest of parents,
however weighty, cannot justify their extensive power over children.
Rather, there must be adequate independent grounds, deriving from the
interests of the children in standing in such a relationship, to justify
the relation of power (ibid, p. 87; Viehoff 2017, p. 289).

This demonstrates that what underlies the form of moral indepen-
dence with which we are concerned is not the ability of a fully-fledged
rational or autonomous agent to, say, form, revise, and pursue a con-
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ception of the good. That capacity will certainly make a difference to
what respect for our moral independence requires, but it is not neces-
sary for the underlying constraint on justifications of power to kick in.
Given this, we think the claim to moral independence, and the subject-
focused constraint on justifications of power it brings in its wake, ap-
plies to all nonhuman animals who are the subjects of a life. Thus, a
successful justification of power over them must appeal to the ways in
which this relation of power advances their own interests.

This has important implications for our ability to justify the rela-
tions of power involved in the institution of pet keeping. Centrally,
human interests and motivations for living with pets cannot contribute
toward a satisfactory justification of those relations of power. For ex-
ample, our desire for companionship, our intention to test our caring
skills before parenting children, or our aim of educating our children
about love and death, cannot contribute to a justification for deliber-
ately instituting extensive relations of power over domesticated ani-
mals. To appeal to such interests involves wrongly assuming that these
animals are available to be used to serve our own interests and projects.
This is not to deny that we may have these (and other) interests in liv-
ing with pets. Furthermore, it remains open that we could permissibly
serve these interests by having pets. However, to avoid the complaint
that these relations of power are disrespectful of pets’ moral indepen-
dence, the justification for maintaining and reproducing these relations
of power must be grounded in the interests of pets themselves.

At this point, many are likely to argue that it surely is necessary to
exercise power over pets for subject-focused reasons, namely, to ensure
that their interests are adequately protected. After all, since pets are
dependent on humans to meet their needs, we surely have a duty to
exercise power over them to ensure that those needs and interests are
met. This brings us to the second dimension of the justificatory con-
straint that derives from moral independence, which we will call the
Source Constraint:*°

10. See Viehoff (2016) and (2019).
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Source Constraint: Relations of asymmetric power are not legit-
imate even when they are necessary to solve a subject-focused
problem if the would-be ruler is culpably responsible for the
problem to which their exercise of power provides the solution.

To illustrate and support the Source Constraint, imagine that Anna
pushes a Child into a pond and that Billy, Charlie, and Den are by-
standers.”” Anna knows that the only way of saving Child will be for
Billy, Charlie, and Den to cooperate in a complex manner that only
Anna can orchestrate (given her superior knowledge of the local area).
Indeed, Anna pushes Child into the pond because she craves the feeling
of power that will come from issuing orders to the bystanders as part
of the rescue effort. Assuming this is the only way to save Child, and
the costs will not be too high for Billy, Charlie, and Den, they will be
duty-bound to follow Anna’s directives to ensure that Child is saved.
However, Anna surely cannot claim that the power she wields is legiti-
mate. After all, she would not have needed to exercise such power if she
had refrained from pushing Child into the pond. While Billy, Charlie,
and Den would be morally required to defer to Anna to save the child,
they could simultaneously complain that the power Anna wielded over
them violated their moral independence because she manipulated the
situation so as to secure this power.

Returning to the case of pets, we agree that humans often are
morally required to exercise power over pets who depend upon us
to protect and promote their well-being. This can supply a local justifi-
cation for the exercise of power, just as it can supply a local justification
(in the form of a duty) for Anna to exercise power over the bystanders
to save Child.™ However, we cannot appeal to this necessity to argue
that the relations of power central to the institution of pet keeping
are legitimate. Such an argument assumes that we have pets and then
points out that their interests depend on our exercising power over

11. This example is adapted from Viehoff (2019, p. 182).
12. However, the ways in which we are licensed to exercise power over pets
may be quite different from the ways we currently assume to be justified.
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them. But this ignores the fact that we are culpably responsible for the
very situation in which pets require that we exercise power over them
if they are to live anything resembling a good life."3

One might object that there are important disanalogies between the
case of Anna and the institution of pet keeping. First, Anna is directly
responsible for creating a situation in which she must exercise power
to adequately serve the interests of Child. By contrast, we did not ini-
tiate the process of domestication which has developed over many
thousands of years. Second, while Anna is individually responsible
for pushing Child into the pond, individual pet owners generally do
not act to create the situation in which an animal requires that they
exercise power to adequately satisfy their interests.

While these are important differences, they do not mitigate the nor-
mative point of the example. Consider another example. Individual
men born in the UK or US in the early 19th century were not directly
responsible for establishing the social institutions in which there were
significant asymmetries in power between men and women. Nonethe-
less, these men faced a choice about whether to uphold those institu-
tions. To be sure, different individuals played a more or less active role
in reproducing those relations of power and will have had more or
less opportunity to meaningfully challenge the status quo. Neverthe-
less, insofar as they (individually and collectively) failed to take steps
to dismantle these institutions, they were responsible for recreating
this unjust distribution of social and political power.

Similarly, we have inherited a set of social arrangements in which it
is assumed that humans can have pets and that we can collectively rule
over their lives. We did not initiate this pattern of relations, but — what-
ever we choose to do — we are responsible for whether and in what
form it persists. Again, different individuals will be differently respon-
sible depending on their participation in the institution and broader
contextual factors. For instance, the roles of breeders, owners, legisla-
tors, and non-pet-owning citizens in the maintenance of the institution

13. Cf. Francione (2008), pp. 63-64.
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are quite different, and justice will demand different things from these
people. However, since most adult citizens plausibly bear political re-
sponsibility for the continuation of unjust systems and institutions of
society, we each share responsibility for upholding and recreating the
relations of power central to the institution of pet keeping.™

A second objection to the Source Constraint is that it is overinclu-
sive because it extends to birth parents’ relationships with their (pre-
adult) children. Parenting children that you have bought into existence
involves deliberately creating asymmetrical relations of power within
which children are severely dependent. Given that most people do not
regard the creation of such relationships as morally problematic or im-
permissible, it is a mistake to condemn all deliberately created relation-
ships that involve significant asymmetries in power. Thus, it remains
an open possibility that keeping pets involves the legitimate exercise
of power.

A full exploration of the differences between children and pets
would take us far afield so here we restrict ourselves to two responses.
Note, to begin, that it is widely recognised that the power exercised
by adults over children (at both the domestic and centralised political
levels) can be illegitimate (e.g., Callan 1997, Brighouse and Swift 2014).
Thus, one cannot simply assume that the power we exercise over chil-
dren is permissible, and then leverage this assumption to argue that it
must also be permissible in the case of pets.

Furthermore, many philosophers argue that the dependencies and
vulnerabilities associated with the asymmetric power of parent-child
relationships are morally problematic when they are avoidable. For ex-
ample, Anca Gheaus argues that we “ought to minimise [children’s] de-
pendency as far as it is compatible with ensuring that children’s needs
are met” (2018, p. 61). To this end, Gheaus argues that all children
should have access to long-term caring relationships with adults who
are not their parents. This would avoid parents having a “monopoly of

14. For discussion of structural injustice and political responsibility see Young
2011. Thanks to two anonymous reviewers for raising this issue.
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care” and thereby decrease children’s dependency, in part by limiting
the power of parents.

However, there is a sense in which all the dependencies and vul-
nerabilities associated with childhood are unnecessary insofar as we
are not morally obliged to have children. But of course, arguments like
Gheaus’ assume that it is morally permissible to have children. Given
this assumption, the reasoning goes, since it is necessary to exercise
power over children to ensure that their interests are met, it is per-
missible to exercise this power. As such, the permissibility of having
children sets the baseline against which the necessity (and so the moral
character) of asymmetric power relations are evaluated in parent-child
relationships.

The assumption that we are morally permitted to procreate is a sub-
stantive moral claim which we are not concerned to defend or deny.
What matters for our purposes — and this is the first main response —
is that we are surely not entitled to a similar assumption in the case of
nonhuman animals. Whatever argument(s) vindicate the permissibility
of human procreation, it is very far from obvious that such arguments
extend to cover our reproductive control over nonhuman animals. Pets
are not, for instance, the result of the exercise of human procreative
rights or rights to bodily autonomy. Given this, we cannot assume the
permissibility of having or breeding pets and rely on this as the base-
line against which the “necessity” of our exercise of power is evaluated.
The appropriate baseline of comparison is one in which we do not keep
pets. Against this baseline, the apparent need to exercise power over
pets dissipates.

A second response emerges from consideration of the fact that a
very large part of children’s lives is organised around enabling them
to become (increasingly) autonomous and independent. Indeed, we
would regard alternative child-rearing practices or relationships — that
aimed at maintaining relations of authority and dependence with chil-
dren — as seriously objectionable (e.g., Callan 1997, pp. 152-55; Brig-
house and Swift 2014 pp. 62, 164). This marks a fundamental difference
with the institution of pet keeping, in which it is assumed that pets are
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and always will be subject to our will. Indeed, as Harry Brighouse and
Adam Swift remark, “Adults are under a duty to raise children so that,
eventually, they no longer need the adults’ fiduciary attention. .. This
makes raising a child very different from having a pet” (2014, p. 62).

To recap, acceptable justifications of power must respect the moral
independence of all individuals who are the subject of a life. Thus, any
satisfactory justification of human power over pets must satisfy the
Subject-Focused and Source Constraints. If no such justification exists,
pets have a weighty moral complaint against these relations of power.
Furthermore, many familiar extant or implicit justifications for having
pets, and the power relations that pet keeping involves, fail to satisfy
these constraints.

3. Power, Control, and Self-Determination

An adequate response to the complaint that our power over pets fails
to respect their moral independence would require demonstrating that
upholding systematic relations of power over a class of animals kept as
pets is in the interests of the pets themselves. However, in this section
and the next, we identify two ways in which our power over pets is
in fact contrary to their interests. In the present section, we argue that
our power over pets systematically thwarts their interests in individual
control and self-determination.

As we demonstrated in Section 1, pets are subject to extensive di-
rective power at both the domestic and centralised political levels. Hu-
mans determine what pets can and cannot do across all dimensions
of their lives and enforce these decisions upon them. Generally speak-
ing, the fact that one person or institution has this kind of directive
power over another is held to be pro tanto objectionable. For example,
citizens are assumed to have a complaint against the relations of rule
imposed by the state, a complaint which must be answered if we are to
show that the state is justified or legitimate (Kolodny 2023, p. 33). Thus
far, however, it is an open question whether any such objection can be
made on behalf of nonhuman animals in general, and those animals
kept as pets in particular.
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Whether this is so depends on the normative underpinnings of
the objection to being subject to others’ directive power.’> A com-
mon suggestion is that the objection derives from or at least depends
upon the capacity of autonomous agents to frame, revise, and pur-
sue a conception of the good (e.g., Cochrane 2009, 2014). This capacity
involves, in turn, the higher-order capacity to critically reflect upon
one’s values, preferences, and plans. Because nonhuman animals are
assumed to lack this higher-order capacity, it is argued that they there-
fore lack “an intrinsic interest in having ultimate control over their own
lives” (Cochrane 2014, p. 165). In other words, nonhuman animals are
thought to have no complaint against the mere fact of being made sub-
ject to other (human) wills because they lack the capacity to conceive
of and pursue a reflective plan of life.

In our view, however, this characterisation of the objection depends
on an unduly narrow account of the reasons that an individual (includ-
ing an individual who possesses this higher-order capacity) may have
to object to subjection to another’s will. One need not have the capacity
to enact a reflectively endorsed plan of life to have non-instrumental
interests in exercising control over oneself and one’s environment, and
thus, in being free from the control and decisions of others.

To develop this claim, begin with the observation that many sen-
tient nonhuman animals are agents. They experience and represent the
world to themselves and act in light of these representations to satisfy
their preferences, often in complex ways (e.g., Regan 2004; Korsgaard
2018). We should therefore recognise that many sentient nonhuman
animals — including most pets — are wilful individuals: embodied and
experiencing subjects with the capacity for self-directed action.

This already suggests that animals have significant interests in con-
trol and self-determination, for the familiar epistemic reason that in-
dividuals are best positioned to know of and satisfy their own prefer-
ences. However, we believe there is a deeper connection between agen-

15. Plausibly, there are multiple grounds for such an objection (e.g., moral
equality, personal autonomy). We set this complication aside.
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tial capacities and interests in self-determination. Indeed, we submit
that it is partly constitutive of the well-being of any subject of a life that
they can exercise control over their actions, experience, and aspects of
their environment. On this view, the good of self-determination does
not depend on promoting an independent interest, or the fact that it en-
ables the implementation of a reflective conception of the good. Rather,
self-determination is a component of the well-being of all individuals
with the capacity to act in pursuit of their own desires and goals.

This claim finds support in an account of autonomy’s value which
locates an important dimension of that value directly in the ability to
exercise individual control and agency. As Seana Shiffrin has argued,
accounts of autonomy’s value that focus solely on the ability to imple-
ment a reflective plan of life neglect “the basic value of being in control
of one’s experience and in not having experiences forced or imposed
upon one when one’s will is to the contrary” (2004, p. 202). Shiffrin
continues:

We value and respect autonomy in part because we recognize
that one’s life is solely one’s own and that one must bear and
endure singly one’s own conscious experience. Given this, the
right and ability to select for oneself the contents of this experi-
ence is fitting and appropriate. . . Respecting other people’s deci-
sions is not simply a way to promote their welfare or to facilitate
the valuable process of their creating and expressing a distinc-
tive character. In a more basic way, I believe it serves as an ac-
knowledgement of the moral importance of the uniqueness and
separateness of persons and the deep, irreducible fact that one’s
life is the only life one has. (Shiffrin 2004, p. 203)

Here, Shiffrin rightly refocuses attention on the significance of being
an embodied and experiencing subject with the capacity for self-willed
action. This is not to claim that the ability to conceive and enact a
conception of the good is of no normative significance. Rather, this
account aims to recognise that there is independent normative sig-
nificance attached to one’s position as an experiencing subject with
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a unique perspective on and ability to act in the world. The intimate
connection between an agent’s mind, body, and experience renders it
fitting and valuable that the agent herself exerts control over it (Shiffrin
2012, p. 382).

In our view, the ability to exercise control over one’s own bodily
experiences, and environment — and thus in being free from the con-
trol and decisions of others — is a non-derivative component of well-
being. This account gains support from its ability to illuminate and
explain familiar judgments concerning the value of autonomy and the
contours of autonomy rights. Consider, for example, cornerstone au-
tonomy rights to bodily integrity that preclude others from interfering
with touching or using one’s body without one’s consent. While such
rights do play an important role in enabling us to implement a reflec-
tive conception of the good, they are also plausibly motivated by a
much more immediate concern not to have other people impose deci-
sions or preferences on us that are contrary to our will.

Another example concerns relatively trivial everyday decisions
such as whether to eat a third chocolate bar or have another beer
(Shiffrin 2012, p. 381). As Shiffrin argues, these decisions are unlikely
to always be well supported by appeal to an individual’s privileged
epistemic position regarding their own interests, or the value of their
enacting a reflective conception of the good. Nevertheless, these are
choices that we confidently assume all adults have a right to make
without interference from others. However, we can straightforwardly
explain these judgments if our account of autonomy’s value “gives
central prominence to the ability to exert control over the contents of
one’s experience as well as some sphere of one’s environment” (2012,
pp- 381-382).1°

These observations support the claim that we have important inter-
ests in exercising control over ourselves that do not derive from our

16. See further Shiffrin’s discussion concerning our reluctance to interfere in
the agency of children despite our assumption that they lack the capacity
for autonomous decision-making (2004, pp. 205-206).

PHILOSOPHERS  IMPRINT

_11_

Pets, Power and Legitimacy

privileged epistemic position or our ability to conceive of, revise, and
pursue a conception of the good. Unsurprisingly, we think that many
sentient nonhuman animals possess similar interests because they too
are the subjects of a life.”” As such, they have their own perspective
on and experience of the world, their own preferences, and the abil-
ity to engage in self-directed action to satisfy their preferences and
avoid what they regard as harmful or unpleasant. This renders it fit-
ting that they, and not others, have control over their experiences and
surroundings. Their inability to “step back” and critically reflect does
nothing to alter the fact that they are the subject of a unique relation
between mind and world. Thus, when human decisions are imposed
upon animals against their will, or we structure their lives so that they
have limited opportunities to exert control over their environment and
activities, we set back their interests in individual control and self-
determination.

This is perhaps most obvious when reflecting on the most egregious
treatment of domesticated and captive wild animals such as forced
breeding, confinement, and scientific experimentation. However, the
underlying observation extends to many of the more pedestrian and
seemingly benign forms of control that are central to the institution of
pet keeping. Consider, for example, the brightly coloured cages shaped
like castles and spaceships, which are attractive to human children but
offer little opportunity for control to their rodent inhabitants. Alter-
natively, consider the familiar sight of a human forcefully yanking a
leash attached to a collar around a dog’s throat which violates the ba-
sic value of having control over their own body and actions. To the
extent that restraint is necessary to protect a dog from danger (e.g.,
cars on a busy road), it is only because we have subjected them to life
in such an environment that this is necessary at all.

These are just some examples of the ways in which pets are pre-

17. Someone might object that this wrongly assumes that nonhuman animals
are competent decision-makers. For discussion see Healey and Pepper
(2021, pp. 1229-1230).
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vented from exercising control over their own bodies and agency. Yet
as we have been at pains to point out, all dimensions of pets’ lives are
controlled and imposed upon them by humans. We control whether
they are confined alone, given space, or forced to spend time in close
physical proximity with others. We have complete control over their
sexual and reproductive lives, including whether they are neutered,
have opportunities for sexual interactions, or are forced to reproduce.
We determine whether they have opportunities for exploration, social
contact, and exercise. And no matter the length of a relationship or
residence, we can always decide to abandon a pet (to a shelter, if they
are lucky) or have them put down.

In all these ways, our possession and exercise of directive power sys-
tematically set back the interests of pets in exercising control over their
own bodies, experiences, and environment. None of this is a contin-
gent feature of the practice, but a necessary assumption that underlies
it. To live with pets, we must assume and exercise a right to exert to-
tal control over their lives. In our view, this underwrites a significant
moral complaint against those relations of power.

4. Power, Risk, and Dependence

The third complaint pets have against the power relations imposed
upon them concerns the relationship between power and the risk of
harm. The simple fact is that being subordinate to others” directive
power makes one vulnerable to harm. That is because, if Anna has
power over Billy, then Anna may direct or constrain Billy in ways that
harm (or benefit) Billy. Moreover, there are several reasons why Anna
might exercise power in ways that are harmful to Billy. One reason
is epistemic: Anna may be unable or unwilling to identify Billy’s perti-
nent interests. A second reason arises from the possibility of disregard:
Anna may fail to adequately consider how her exercising power over
Billy will affect Billy’s well-being. Finally, Anna’s power over Billy en-
ables A to use Billy in the pursuit of Anna’s own ends, and, in do-
ing so, Anna may set back Billy’s interests. Risks of these kinds often
motivate claims about how best to distribute or restrict power. For ex-
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ample, many argue for democratic modes of governance, at least in
part, on epistemic grounds. Alternatively, the risk that powerful state
actors will use power in ways that are detrimental to citizens” inter-
ests supports the distribution of power across independent branches
of government, which serve as “checks and balances” on one another.

Turning back to pet keeping, pets are subject to extensive risks of
harm at the hands of those who have power over them. This is evi-
denced, in part, by the widespread harms that in fact eventuate (e.g.,
du Toit 2019). Moreover, these risks are exacerbated by the fact that pets
are highly dependent on their guardians, and the broader community,
to satisfy their needs. At the political level, pets are dependent on hu-
mans to institute laws and enforcement mechanisms that adequately
track their interests through institutions and procedures from which
they are constitutionally excluded. At the domestic level, the depen-
dence of pets derives from multiple sources. In part, pets’ dependence
is a product of the history of domestication. By selectively breeding
the “wildness” out of animals so they exhibit desirable traits, such as
playfulness and docility, we have created a class of animals who are
often unable to meet their own needs. Yet, the dependency of pets is
also a product of the ways in which social power is exercised over
them from infancy. By controlling what these animals can do, where
they can go, who they interact with, and generally requiring that they
live in accordance with our ways of life, we stymie their capacity to be
more independent (cf. Donaldson 2020 pp. 719-720).

Of course, dependency is an incontrovertible feature of human and
animal life, and not all relationships involving asymmetric power and
dependency are morally problematic. However, as Robert Goodin ob-
serves, dependencies are often created or exacerbated by social and
political arrangements, and when this is so, they are liable to critique
(Goodin 1985, p. 192). For example, the vulnerabilities associated with
homelessness or unemployment are morally problematic because they
are largely created by political decisions about how to distribute re-
sources. Similarly, the vulnerabilities that traditionally arise for women
in marriage are morally objectionable because they are the product of
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political and social arrangements (Okin 1989, Ch. 7). Thus, one cannot
appeal to the immutable fact of dependency to support the claim that
all forms of dependency and vulnerability are natural or morally be-
nign. To the extent they are under our control, they are subject to moral
scrutiny.

As Goodin observes, relationships of dependence and vulnerability
often generate or reinforce asymmetric power (Goodin 1985, p. 193).
And Goodin suggests that it is the risks that this power will be abused,
and not the fact of dependence per se, that underwrites our moral ob-
jection to these relationships. Specifically, the objection derives from
the fact that (i) those who are dependent are subject to risks of harm
at the hand of those who have power over them, and (ii) some depen-
dencies are an alterable product of social and political arrangements
(Goodin 1985, pp. 193-194). Granting a general moral objection to ex-
posure to risks of harm without good reason, there is an objection to
social arrangements that expose one to risks of harm by creating or
exacerbating one’s dependence on others, unless there is some good
reason why these arrangements cannot be altered.

To be sure, some relationships pose a greater risk than others.
Goodin suggests that the risks become acute, and especially morally
dangerous, when a relationship displays four characteristics (pp. 195-
196, emphasis in original):

1. The overall relationship embodies an asymmetrical balance of power.

2. The subordinate party needs the resources provided by the relation-
ship to protect their vital interests.

3. For the subordinate party, the relationship is the only source of such
resources.

4. The superordinate party in the relationship exercises discretionary
control over those resources.

As we have seen, these conditions are met to a high degree in our
relations with pets. There are significant and systematic asymmetries
in power between humans and pets (1). Pets are also highly depen-
dent on humans for the satisfaction of their needs and interests (2).
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Furthermore, human guardians are usually the only source of the re-
sources that pets need (3) and have discretionary control over these
resources (4). To give an obvious example, guardians normally deter-
mine whether, what, and when their pets eat and drink.

We take the foregoing to support the claim that pets have a fur-
ther complaint against the relations of power that we impose on them.
By subjecting pets to life under our total control, we subject pets to
significant risks of harm, a fact that is only exacerbated by their depen-
dence on us. These relations of power and the associated risks are not
mere happenstance. Rather, they are deliberately created through the
institution of pet keeping. Unless there are good reasons for subjecting
animals to these risks, then pets have a moral complaint against being
subject to these relations of power.

Many will no doubt suggest that there are good reasons to subject
pets to the risks that accompany our having power over them. How-
ever, as we argued in Section 2, reasons that derive from human in-
terests and projects — e.g., our desire for companionship, the joy of
seeing the world from another perspective, etc. — cannot contribute to
an acceptable justification. Good reasons to maintain an institution of
pet keeping in which pets are subject to these risks would have to be
subject-focused reasons.

5. Conclusion

All philosophers concerned with the plight of nonhuman animals
recognise that significant reforms to our practices involving animals
are morally necessary. The only real question is how we should reform
existing practices. In this paper, we have argued that the power re-
lations instantiated by the institution of pet keeping are illegitimate.
The upshot is that we have a considerable moral reason to abolish this
institution. Moreover, when this reason is added to other compelling
reasons — such as the negative impact of pet keeping on climate change
and wildlife (e.g., Palmer and Kasperbauer 2022) — there appears to be
a strong case in favour of abolition.

Many might ask whether it is not possible to reform the institu-
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tion of pet keeping so as to legitimise the relations of power that hold
between humans and pets. While a full defence of the abolitionist posi-
tion is beyond the scope of this paper, we think the argument that we
have presented gives grounds for scepticism. Most reform proposals
will not suffice because they focus on protecting the welfare of pets
while leaving the basic relations of power between us and them un-
changed. Furthermore, much of what is desirable about keeping pets
seems to depend on extensive asymmetries in power. People want to
choose their pets, to live with them, to be loved by them, to command
obedience from them, and generally, to have these animals conform
to their way of life. None of this is possible unless we possess and
exercise the kinds of discretionary power over our “companions” that
generates the complaints we have outlined. Thus, it is hard to imagine
reforms that might legitimise the power exercised over pets without
essentially bringing an end to the practice of pet keeping as people
know and love it.

Of course, the prospect of abolishing the institution of pet keeping
raises numerous theoretical and practical questions that we cannot ad-
dress here. In conclusion, three brief points must suffice. First, recognis-
ing that the power we wield over pets and other domesticated animals
is illegitimate does not commit one to “a fantasy of species apartheid”
in which humans and nonhumans live entirely separately (Donaldson
and Kymlicka 2017, p. 50). We do not object to all forms of interaction
or relationship between humans and animals. Rather, we object to rela-
tionships in which humans are assigned extensive asymmetrical power
over the lives of individual animals within a socio-political institution
created and upheld by humans.

Second, several authors argue against ending the practice of pet
keeping on the grounds that it will require unjust coercive interference
in pets’ reproductive lives (e.g., Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011, p. 8o;
Nussbaum 2022, pp. 199-200). This objection raises complex issues that
we intend to address in future work, and nothing we say in this article
should be read as implying a view about the right way to transition
away from the institution of pet keeping. However, the force of this
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objection is greatly limited by the fact there is no world in which we
continue to live with companion animals but do not exercise significant
control over their reproductive lives.

Finally, the idea that we might abolish the practice of pet keeping
is often deemed infeasible (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011, p. 79; Ko-
rsgaard 2018, p. 236). Whether or not this is true, it does nothing to
show that the practice of living with pets is just or can be made to be
so. Thus, if our argument in this paper is sound, abolishing the insti-
tution of pet keeping should be regarded as a live option in need of
careful consideration. Questions of strategy can be considered down
the line.
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