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Animals and Citizenship
SUE DONALDSON

C an we view animals as citizens, and if so, would this 
help us to achieve interspecies justice and ecological 
renewal? Citizenship has traditionally been seen as ex-

clusively human, but this essay explores emerging theories and 
practices of animal citizenship and what they can contribute 
to solving the political and ecological crises of contemporary 
societies.

Put simply, politics is about how we make decisions that govern 
and shape our lives together. But who is the “we?” The “we” of 
political community is not just a random collection of individ-
uals on a geographic territory; it is “a norm-bound community 
constituted through shared practices and forms of embodied 
interaction.”1 We can think of citizenship as the formal expres-
sion and organization of our membership in a political com-
munity—our status of belonging to a “we” with a common fate 
bound up in doing things together, within a defined jurisdic-
tion, in light of guiding (and evolving) shared norms. Political 
communities can exist at local and municipal levels, sub-state 
levels, national and international levels. And while formal citi-
zenship is usually about our membership in a nation or multi-
nation state, we can speak more informally of being a citizen of 
New York, or Europe, or the world.

Defining the “we” requires defining boundaries, or who 
belongs, and this raises worries. History is one long litany of 
unjust forms of external and internal exclusion from citizen-
ship, and this should make us cautious when defining insiders 
and outsiders. But we shouldn’t fall into the trap of thinking 
that boundaries are inherently hostile, separating friends and 
enemies. I belong to a family. You belong to a different family. 
This doesn’t make us enemies, and it doesn’t mean we can’t 
work together on matters of joint interest or desire. It simply 
means we are part of different communities of belonging when 
it comes to family life. Boundaries are often messy, contest-
ed, and prone to descent into chauvinism (I will advance my 
family, neighborhood, or country at the expense of yours!). But 
they are also a precondition for being able to create and shape 
a life together, for being a self-determining “we”—whether at 
the level of family, neighborhood, city, nation, or federation of 
states or peoples.

That’s the “we,” but there’s also the “how” of citizenship. How 
do we make decisions together? This is one of the key norms 
shaping a political community, and it is at this point that dem-
ocratic citizenship enters the conversation. The democratic 
ethos (in contrast with autocracy or oligarchy) holds that all 
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members of a political community should have a say in delib-
erations and decisions about the values and norms of that com-
munity. Everyone who has made a life in the community—and 
whose fundamental life plans are therefore profoundly shaped 
by the community’s laws—must have a voice. They all have a 
stake in how the values, opportunities, benefits, and burdens 
of communal life are defined and shared. So, returning to the 
opening definition of politics as being about how we make de-
cisions that shape and govern our lives together, we can see 
that democratic citizenship is a particular elaboration of both 
how we make decisions (democratically) and who we are when 
making those decisions (citizens/members of a bounded state 
or political community).

agency and collective self-determination is a myth even in the 
human case, and that machines, plants, animals, and humans 
are all just nodes in causal networks that are not subject to our 
collective democratic will. Again, animals and their agency 
are denied because all intentional, self-determining political 
agency is placed into doubt by theories of cosmopolitics.

But what if both anthropocentric and cosmopolitical viewpoints 
are based on a mistake and a morally indefensible exclusion? 
What if animals are indeed inside politics? Outside the Western 
tradition, this is a familiar idea. Many Indigenous peoples have 
long recognized animals as belonging to the world of politics 
and have strived to establish right relations with animals—at 
the individual level, and also at the collective level through 
treaty relationships. For example, the region of Ontario where 
I live lies within the traditional lands of the Anishinaabeg 
peoples, who, according to Anishinaabeg scholars, have long 
engaged with the fish nations and the deer, moose, and caribou 
nations—and many others—as treaty peoples.2 Humans and 
animals share in the “one dish,” Gdoo-naaganinaa,3 in rela-
tions of mutual responsibility, and animal nations are compe-
tent to regulate their own internal affairs and to negotiate trea-
ties to govern external relations between nations. Moreover, 
membership in the clan or nation—the key node of citizenship 
in Anishinaabe politics—isn’t based on blood or species, but 
on relations of care and responsibility. An animal in need of 
care (e.g., an orphaned infant) can be adopted into a human 
clan, just as humans in need of care can be adopted into animal 
nations.4 Animals, like humans, are capable of self-determi-
nation, of consenting to their associations and relations with 
others. In other words, they, too, can be at the very heart of 
a “we” making decisions about how to live together—whether 
within the nation, or side by side between sovereign nations 
sharing the same territory.

What would it mean to renew Western political thought in a 
way that recognizes animals as political agents and members 
of political communities? In Zoopolis, Will Kymlicka and I 
propose a three-part framework for approaching this question 
in relation to wild, domesticated, and liminal animals.5 We 
argue that wild animals should be recognized as forming sov-
ereign political communities, exercising meaningful jurisdic-
tion over the habitats they occupy and depend upon that must 
be protected from human invasion, colonization, and resource 
extraction. This does not rule out all contact and cooperation 
with, or assistance from, human communities. But it means 
that our relations must be conducted in ways that respect wild 
animals’ abilities to live in their territories on their own terms. 
Thus, our relations with wild animals will vary greatly across 

Various theories of “green citizenship” 
or “ecological citizenship” argue that 
citizenship should be redefined to include 
robust responsibilities in relation to nature 
and animals, but they still reserve the role 
of citizen to humans.

Why have I begun this essay with a primer on democratic 
citizenship? I think these foundational questions about who 
constitutes the political community and how they make de-
cisions together are crucial for rethinking our relationship 
with non-human animals and nature. The dominant strand of 
Western thought is built on the idea of human separation from 
nature, of human hierarchy over other animals, and of politics 
as a distinctly human activity. Animals are never considered 
as part of the self-determining “we” of political community. 
They may be viewed as objects or resources, suffering victims, 
ciphers and muses, causal agents, awe-inspiring wildlife, and 
so on—but they are not seen as political agents engaged in the 
project of self-rule.

Interestingly, this remains true even within recent attempts 
to develop a more ecological or post-humanist conception of 
politics. On the one hand, various theories of “green citizen-
ship” or “ecological citizenship” argue that citizenship should 
be redefined to include robust responsibilities in relation to 
nature and animals, but they still reserve the role of citizen 
to humans on the assumption that only humans can be po-
litical agents who engage in collective self-determination. On 
the other hand, we have contemporary theories of “cosmopol-
itics,” associated in particular with the new materialism and 
actor–network theory, which argue that the idea of political 
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different ecoregions, and this will depend upon the vulnera-
bility of the relevant animal nations and potential for mutual-
ly beneficial practices. Many wild animals avoid humans and 
cannot thrive in human-built and altered environments—espe-
cially those animals who depend on ecological niches vulnera-
ble to even the smallest disturbance. Respecting their rights to 
self-determination and to association requires strict limits on 
human encroachment through the creation of protected habi-
tats and migration corridors.

Partial, overlapping, and parallel forms of sovereignty are 
possible, and indeed necessary, given that ecological regions 
of importance to animals don’t correspond neatly with human 
political boundaries. For example, we could imagine forms 
of parallel sovereignty for the wolves, elk, mountain goats, 
grizzlies, and other non-human animals of the Yellowstone 
to Yukon corridor alongside the sovereignties of Indigenous 
nations and the multination states of Canada and the United 
States. The construction of road overpasses, safe corridors, 
set-asides of key habitat, and limits on human settlement and 
activity already occurring in this region are forerunners of the 
kinds of formal and binding nation-to-nation agreements or 
treaties that might be negotiated with, and on behalf of, animal 
nations. We could imagine similar kinds of parallel or overlap-
ping sovereignty to govern relations between humans and ce-
taceans in the world’s oceans, or with African elephants, whose 
range extends across the human states of Angola, Namibia, 
Zambia, Zimbabwe, and Botswana. Indeed, some researchers 
are exploring models of elephant nationhood.6

wild animal nations. However, expelling them from the soci-
eties they share with us is not something we have a right to 
force on domesticated animals. When a society has created an 
underclass, exploiting them for the benefit of favored groups, 
justice requires that the oppressed be included in society as full 
equals (if that is their choice), not expelled without any say in 
the matter. They have a right to citizenship—to be part of the 
“we”—sharing in the rights and responsibilities of belonging, 
having the opportunity to contribute and have a say.

What would it mean to share a society with domesticated 
animals on terms of equal citizenship? Domesticated animals 
belong to highly social species—this is what made (co)domes-
tication possible. They are strongly oriented to social norms 
(striving to understand, respect, and negotiate the terms of 
social interaction), such as cooperation, care, reciprocity, and 
respect for legitimate authority. Over millennia, they have 
adapted to life with humans in countless ways. We can see this 
most easily in the case of dogs, with whom many of us have 
direct experience. Dogs have developed ways of communicat-
ing with humans, and vice versa (through eye contact, pointing, 
barking, interpreting facial expressions, learning via imitation, 
etc.). In my experience, many people find the idea of “citizen 
canine” quite plausible and appealing.7

The idea that farmed animals, such as cows, chickens and pigs, 
could be our co-citizens is greeted with much greater skepti-
cism. In order to feel better about exploiting and killing farmed 
animals, humans have constructed elaborate lies about their 
alleged stupidity, incompetence, and minimal sentience.8 This 
willful and self-serving ignorance is finally being challenged by 
a new generation of researchers interested in trying to under-
stand farmed animals on their own terms, rather than simply 
studying how better to exploit them.9 And there is some ev-
idence that popular attitudes are also slowly acknowledging 
that these animals have rich mental and social lives.

So let us imagine a future where we come to think of the do-
mesticated animals who share our society as our co-citizens. 
What will this mean for the homes, cities, workplaces, institu-
tions, practices, and laws of our shared societies? For starters, 
car culture might lose precedence to more walk-friendly design 
(including public transportation that is safe and function-
al for non-humans). Buildings, grazing spaces, and mobility 
corridors suited to hoofed, pawed, and clawed citizens would 
develop. Rescue services and other essential social supports 
(health care, basic income, disability support, education/train-
ing, etc.) would be provided for all. Meanwhile, as the ethical 
and environmental catastrophe of animal agriculture makes 

What if animals are indeed inside politics? 
Outside the Western tradition, this is a 
familiar idea.

Now, let’s consider the case of domesticated animals—those 
who have been confined and selectively bred to meet human 
desires for food, labor, clothing, research, entertainment, and 
companionship. As these animals are liberated from human 
captivity and exploitation, what should happen to them? Their 
numbers will vastly decrease once we cease confinement and 
forced reproduction, but they will not disappear. Humans and 
domesticated animals are entwined in relations of mutual de-
pendency. Their labor and bodies have created the wealth of our 
societies, which belong to them as much as to us. It’s possible, 
over time and with support, that some domesticated animals 
could withdraw from human society (“re-wild”) in ways that 
are safe for them and wouldn’t undermine the sovereignty of 
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way for a new and sustainable food system, millions of hectares 
of land currently used for feed production and pasturage could 
be reassigned. This could provide habitat buffer zones and eco-
logical corridors for wild animals and a gradual renewal of bio-
diversity and ecosystem resiliency.

These are just a few the changes that would follow from rec-
ognizing domesticated animals as full members of society, 
entitled to the same protections and provision as others. But 
would this really constitute citizenship in a more-than-human 
society? In what sense can animals participate in decisions af-
fecting their home life, work life, and other activities, let alone 
the shape and direction of society at a more general level? They 
can’t engage in traditional voting, so how can they have a say?

Many researchers and activists have begun exploring this 
question in different contexts, especially family life and the 
workplace. For example, researchers at the Animal-Computer 
Interaction Lab at the University of Edinburgh are exploring 
ways for working dogs to participate in design of the objects 
and environments they interact with on a daily basis.10 What 
kind of technologies can assist dogs who want to open doors, 
or pick up awkward objects? Or enable horses to tell us if they 
want to wear blankets or not?11

Meanwhile, at sanctuaries for formerly farmed animals, schol-
ars are exploring ways for animals to participate in more 
communal design and decision-making.12 In addition to this, 
democratic theorists are exploring different models for scaling 
up these experiments—empowering animals to participate in 
informal democratic fora and to be represented in formal de-
cision procedures.13 We have only just begun to ask how do-
mesticated animals might want to live their lives, as well as 
whether this includes us, and if so, where we fit in. Can they be 
respected as self-determining and competent subjects within 
shared political communities with humans? How might they 
seek to transform our shared social world? Or will they, over 
time, vote with their feet to distance themselves from human 
political communities, and partially or fully re-wild?

This brings us to the need for a third broad category of human–
animal political relations, focused on the many “liminal” 
animals who operate between the categories of domesticated 
and wild. They are neither domesticated nor wild animals, 
who avoid human settlement or fail to thrive in human-al-
tered environments. This category includes many domesti-
cated animals who have rewilded, like feral pigs, cats, dogs, 
camels, donkeys, pigeons, and others. It also includes animals 
who have long evolved in symbiosis with human civilization, 

like rats and mice. And it includes animals of countless other 
species (e.g., sparrows, vultures, raccoons, coyotes, monkeys) 
who are adapting well to living alongside industrialized human 
societies. Thank goodness some animals can adapt in this way 
because as human populations expand, affecting all corners of 
the Earth, wild animals who cannot adapt are disappearing at a 
devastating pace. As we move further into the Anthropocene, it 
may soon be the case that the only remaining non-domesticat-
ed animals left on the planet will be those who can adapt to at 
least some level of human presence and impact.

The idea that farmed animals, such as cows, 
chickens and pigs, could be our co-citizens 
is greeted with much greater skepticism. 
In order to feel better about exploiting 
and killing farmed animals, humans have 
constructed elaborate lies about their 
alleged stupidity, incompetence, and 
minimal sentience.

But what is the right way to conceive of our political relations 
with the liminal animals who live alongside us in cities, towns, 
and the countryside? Humans (and domesticated animals) 
have important self-determination rights in these locations 
that must be respected. We cannot simply step away from (or 
drastically reduce our presence in) these areas, as we can and 
should do for sovereign wild animal communities. But neither 
can we incorporate all liminal animals into co-citizenship rela-
tions. As noted above, a political community is “a norm-bound 
community constituted through shared practices and forms of 
embodied interaction,” and citizenship formalizes this in terms 
of the rights and responsibilities of all citizens. This includes 
norms around non-violence and peaceful resolution of conflict, 
sharing and cooperation, toleration and contribution, and so 
on. There are many liminal animals who cannot participate 
with us in such relations. They may be predators (e.g., coyotes, 
cougars, bears, eagles) who can’t help but pose a danger to 
humans or domesticated animals. Co-existence with such 
animals requires respectful distance (living in parallel), not 
close interaction and cooperation. There are animals whose 
shelter and foraging practices conflict with human needs—for 
example, squirrels and raccoons whose nests destroy build-
ings, mice who eat and spoil food stores, or geese who foul rec-
reation grounds. Again, co-existence with these animals gen-
erally requires establishing boundaries—such as by building 
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secure structures and food storage or by reducing garbage that 
promotes population growth—as opposed to greater inclusion 
in shared practices and embodied interaction.

Nonetheless, liminal animals have as much right as we do 
to live self-determining lives on the territories they occupy. 
Indeed, in many cases, their presence (qua species) long pre-
cedes human settlement. In Zoopolis we propose a form of po-
litical “denizenship” for this group of animals. Denizenship is a 
framework for respecting the right to residency (e.g., not being 
subject to denigration, stigma, expulsion, violence); to protec-
tion from theft of the means of life (e.g., habitat, clean water, 
etc.); to reasonable accommodations (e.g., building codes that 
limit bird strikes and light pollution, travel corridors to miti-
gate car perils, rescue/rehab centres to mitigate human-caused 
harms); and, in general, to a political process that recognizes 
the needs of both liminal animals and humans, their potential 
for conflict, and the search for co-existence strategies to limit 
such conflicts.14

This does not mean that our interactions with liminal 
animals are restricted to bare toleration and accommodation. 
Reasonable accommodation provides a minimal threshold of 
respectful relations, not a fixed cap. The category of liminal 
animals is vast and changing rapidly, making it a challenge 
to offer useful generalizations or principles for governing our 
political relations. Some individual humans or communities 
might undertake much closer and mutually supporting rela-
tions with liminal animals. And it’s quite possible that if we 
established respectful terms of parallel co-existence on shared 
territory with liminal animals, some of them, over time, might 
engage with us in a process of mutual domestication, making 
the more imbricated relationship of citizenship both possible 
and desirable. Just as it should be an option for domesticat-
ed animal citizens to gradually (and safely) withdraw from 
co-citizenship with humans, so it should be possible for liminal 
animals to mutually accommodate and become embedded in 
closer relations with human societies.

It all comes back to the idea of respect for animals as competent 
agents who have the right to negotiate their own associations 
and to live self-determined lives at individual and communal 
levels. And it comes back to recognition that we are all political 
animals, making decisions that govern and shape our lives to-
gether, even as we constitute different sorts of “we” for political 
purposes. Sometimes, the shared norms, practices, and inter-
actions of political community form a dense web of interdepen-
dence, mutual intelligibility, mutual responsibility, and shared 
meaning and practice. Democratic citizenship is a principled 

way of answering the question of how this kind of “we” can 
make decisions governing their shared society. Sometimes the 
interconnections between groups are so attenuated and distant 
that it makes sense to see them as separate political communi-
ties pursuing their own forms of society. Diplomacy and treaty 
relations offer a principled route for addressing issues of joint 
concern, sharing of territory, mutual assistance, and so on. And 
sometimes the web of relations falls somewhere in between, 
either because individuals/groups inevitably transition along 
various continua, or because differences in fundamental needs 
and interests mean that some individuals/groups are better 
suited to relations of respectful (social) distance from one 
another, even if they share the same land base and must care-
fully negotiate fair terms of co-existence.

The fundamental challenge of bringing 
animals into ideas of citizenship long 
reserved for humans is to recognize that 
animals don’t form an undifferentiated  
mass lying outside of human society.

The fundamental question for citizenship theory is to un-
derstand these dynamics of boundary-drawing and how 
they relate to different fora and institutions of political deci-
sion-making. The fundamental challenge of bringing animals 
into ideas of citizenship long reserved for humans is to recog-
nize that animals don’t form an undifferentiated mass lying 
outside of human society. Some animals have always been 
part of a shared political community with us, even though we 
have treated them as a debased and exploitable caste. Others 
have lived in parallel societies apart from human settlement 
but subject to recurring human invasion, pillage, and coloni-
zation. Still others have forged a complicated relationship in 
the liminal zone, often subject to hatred, disgust, and violence 
for daring to intrude into the (alleged) human-only space of 
civilization. We require creative thinking across all of these di-
mensions to establish new relations with non-human animals 
on terms of justice.

While the main focus of the Zoopolis model of citizenship is 
to secure justice in our relations with animals, I would argue 
that it is also an essential, if incomplete, step toward a more 
comprehensive ecological ethic that addresses our relation-
ship with all dimensions of the more-than-human world, close 
or distant, sentient or non-sentient, animate or inanimate. 
The Zoopolis model focuses in the first instance on what we 
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owe animals, and so it needs to be supplemented by further 
thinking about how we relate to plants, soils, rivers, and eco-
systems generally. Theories of ecological citizenship that build 
environmental responsibility into our understanding of good 
citizenship are important here. But I would emphasize again 
that, when linking environmental responsibilities with citizen-
ship, we must not blindly reproduce the old human suprema-
cist assumption that only humans are political agents capable 
of exercising self-rule. Indeed, it is precisely this assumption 
that explains why our politics is so stubbornly and violently 
anthropocentric. Many animals are much more vulnerable to 
ecological change and degradation than humans, and animals 
are front-line casualties of the ecological crisis. If animals were 
empowered to shape their relationships with us, we can be 
sure they would seek more ecologically responsible decisions. 
In that way, animal citizenship could contribute not only to 
justice with animals, but also be an important step toward eco-
logical sanity.
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