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Abstract: If Democracy is the rule of the people, for the people and by the people, who 
exactly are the ‘people’?  The boundaries of the demos have proved, throughout history, 
to be non-static and have widened in a progressive sense to include previously excluded 
individuals.  Could this also be the case for non-human animals?  This article seeks to 
establish the grounds on which we reject or admit the inclusion of non-humans within the 
democratic sphere, and the theoretical and practical obstacles which arise.

1 
  

Introduction 

 

The aim of this article is to discuss the nature of the boundaries of the democratic 

community (the demos) and to understand whether there is any space for non-

human animal inclusion.  To do this, I shall be bringing together two seemingly 

distant traditions, namely democratic theory and animal rights.  The debate has had 

particular success within green political theory thanks to the contributions of a 

number of authors (Dobson, 1996; Ekeli, 2010; Goodin, 1994; O‟Neill, 2001) who 

have discussed the possibility of including non-human nature within democracy.  

However, whereas debates relating to the inclusion of non-humans within the sphere 

of justice have continuously flourished since John Rawls‟s A Theory of Justice (1971; 

see Baxter, 2005; Dobson, 1998; Nussbaum, 2007), questions regarding the status 

of non-humans within democracy remain in great part still unexplored. 

What we shall attempt to do in this work, therefore, is to understand how the 

boundaries of democracy are constructed and whether there is any space for them to 

be redefined, in particular by taking a look at the dynamics of democratic inclusion in 

a historical perspective.  It will be argued that the boundaries of democracy, which 

have historically limited certain „categories‟, such as non-humans, women or ethnic 

minorities, from being included within the democratic sphere, are not static.  This is 

important when considering the reasons for denying these categories of individuals 

democratic citizenship.   

Given a widening of the demos, a possible way of including non-humans within 

democracy if we reject speciesism and accept certain other conditions, such as 

democracy‟s non-static character for instance, could be through a paternalistic 

authority figure similar to the regime which children are subjected to. 

                                                 
1
 I would like to thank Carme Melo Escrihuela and the external reviewers for all their invaluable comments.  



In-Spire Journal of Law, Politics and Societies (Vol. 5, No.  1 – 2010) 

 

56 

 

Inclusion to the democratic community might also entail being ascribed 

democratic rights.  It shall be important, therefore, to carefully define what these 

rights are and whether they are applicable to the non-human case.  Some attention 

shall also be dedicated to representation, one of the „pillars‟ of democracy.  We shall 

draw inspiration from authors such as Robert Goodin and Andrew Dobson who have 

suggested some innovative ideas for the democratic representation of non-human 

animals.  It shall be argued, however, that whilst theoretically and practically non-

human inclusion may be possible (despite there being significant obstacles), 

accession within the democratic sphere and the ascription of democratic rights may 

not be the right way to ensure the protection of non-human interests.  A form of moral 

extensionism may be a better solution. 

 

The Importance of Democratic Inclusion: a Historical Perspective 

 

A good starting point in the discussion of democratic boundaries is the basic 

notion of „democracy‟: the rule of the people, for the people and by they people.  An 

important consideration must be made when asking ourselves who exactly the 

people in democracy are, so as to better understand where and why lines are drawn 

and whether there is any space for non-humans to be included.  Throughout history it 

has been clear that who was thought of as being a full citizen of the democratic 

community has varied enormously.  There are numerous examples of categories of 

individuals who, whilst obliged to obey rules and legislations, were at the same time 

completely excluded from society and denied citizenship.  Although we could go back 

as far as Athenian democracy, where only certain categories of citizens clearly only 

male2 were considered as being part of the demos, it is sufficient to take a look at 

recent history.  Female suffrage was introduced in most European countries only 

after the Second World War and, in the case of Switzerland, only in 1971 did women 

obtain full federal voting rights.  It has taken a lot of time for women to be included 

within the decision-making process and many could argue that this struggle is not yet 

completely over.  However, their inclusion occurred, among other reasons, since it 

became clear over time that discrimination on the grounds of sex and skin colour are 

purely arbitrary characteristics on which to base the attribution of rights.  Following 

this line of thought, some authors have argued that species represents an equally 

                                                 
2
 In fact, the majority of the population was excluded from the demos, since it included on males who had 

completed military training. 
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arbitrary characteristic (Cavalieri, 2001; Regan, 1993; Ryder, 1988; Singer, 1975), as 

I will expand below. 

These historical dynamics suggest, therefore, that the boundaries of democracy 

have progressively widened to include previously discriminated categories of 

individuals, leading us to believe that the composition of the demos is not static and 

is susceptible to change depending on certain historical contingencies.  Our focus in 

this article revolves around what this idea might entail for the non-human case.  

Before we delve into this discussion, however, some words should be reserved to 

explaining why it is that we insist on democracy. 

According to the eminent political scientist Robert Dahl one of the most important 

merits of democracy is its capacity to allow the maximum freedom of self-

determination or, in other words, the ability to live under laws that one chooses for 

oneself (Dahl, 1989: 89).  Iris Marion Young also states, “only in a democratic 

political system…do all members of a society in principle have the opportunity 

to…serve or protect their interests.…we also believe that democratic process is the 

best means for changing conditions of injustice and promoting justice”  (Young, 2000: 

17).  Exclusion from the democratic sphere might, therefore, impede individuals from 

having both their interests taken into consideration and their fundamental rights 

recognised and fully protected by the democratic process.  Certainly, this was the 

case for those categories of individuals historically denied democratic citizenship, 

such as women or ethnic minorities, and is clearly still the case for the newly 

emerging constituencies put on the agenda by political ecologists (such as future 

generations and non-human animals, for instance).  To reinforce this idea, let us 

quote Robert Dahl when he writes: 

I think that democracy is sufficient to ensure the protection of the basic 
interests of all people subject to its laws, the record of human experience 
provides convincing evidence that people who, because of their exclusion 
from citizenship, are deprived of the opportunity to defend their own 
interests will almost certainly not have their interests adequately taken into 
account by the demos from which they are excluded (Dahl, 1989: 104). 

What might this mean for non-human animals?  To the present day their 

exclusion from the demos has left them more than vulnerable to all sorts of injustice.  

If we accept that non-humans have moral standing and interests and that these are 

worthy of protection, will inclusion within the democratic sphere ensure that these 

are adequately taken into consideration? 
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The Criteria for Democratic Inclusion and the Problem of Speciesism 

As is suggested by certain authors, drawing clear lines on the composition and 

the boundaries of the demos is a complex task (Dahl, 1989: 111).  It would be hard, 

both due to theoretical and practical issues, to argue that there is a general right to 

democratic inclusion for whomever is subject to the laws and regulations of the 

democratic community.  This is justified in part by the exclusion, or the particular 

status, which children, as „half-citizens‟, hold within democracy (we shall return to this 

in more detail in the following paragraphs).  Nonetheless, it is important to try and pin 

down the criteria of inclusion to the democratic community. 

In general terms democratic membership is attributed to those individuals who 

are both competent to participate in the decision making process and who are also 

in possession of personal autonomy (the ability to govern oneself and to judge 

whether something is in our own interests) (Dahl, 1989: 97).  In Dahl‟s perspective, 

membership to the demos cannot be considered a universal right and is attributed 

based on the possession of these specific criteria.  Even within the demos itself, 

however, certain individuals (such as children and what we can refer to as „marginal 

humans‟) are subject to a particular status, which does not qualify them as full 

members, since they are not in possession of the necessary criteria.  Children, for 

example, are subject to laws but at the same time they are not fully members of the 

demos or, in other words, they are not „full citizens‟ (Dahl, 1989: 126).  They are 

subjected to what Locke calls „paternal power‟ (Locke, 1690: sec. 52) or what Dahl 

calls a „paternalistic authority figure‟ (Dahl, 1989: 101).  Furthermore, as we have 

seen, membership has historically been denied to categories of individuals who, 

despite being in possession of the criteria for inclusion, were still discriminated on 

the grounds of race or sex.  Thus, although in theory it may be possible to determine 

some criteria for inclusion, in practice it is not a clear cut matter.  What has 

emerged, however, is democracy‟s non-static character and its tendency to 

progressively widen its barriers.  Following this line of thought, therefore, would it 

also be possible to argue that non-humans should or will eventually come to be 

included within democracy?  Or is democracy an exclusive „club‟ which solely admits 

humans, in general, and adult humans who possess certain characteristics, in 

particular?  On what basis can we reject attributing animals with certain rights and 

justify their exclusion from the democratic community?  A first step to answering 

these complex questions should consist in determining whether the exclusion of 
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non-human animals from the demos occurs purely in reason of a speciesist bias, in 

other words a discrimination on the grounds of species. 

Many authors, such as Singer, Cavalieri, Regan and Ryder (Cavalieri, 2001; 

Regan, 1992; Ryder, 1988; Singer, 1975) have insisted upon the fact that species, as 

well as the race or sex of individuals cannot play a role when deciding how beings 

should be treated (Cavalieri, 2001).  Singer (1975) and Ryder (1988) believe that the 

only characteristics which should be taken into account, with regards to our treatment 

of non-humans, are the capacity to feel pain or pleasure or, in other words, 

sentience.  These authors are of the opinion that characteristics such as skin colour, 

sex, intelligence, physical strength as well as species, are purely arbitrary 

characteristics and cannot be the means by which one being is entitled to exploit 

another being, simply because, for example, they possess a higher intelligence, or 

white skin.  If this were the case, would it be right, for example, for extraterrestrial 

beings with a higher intelligence to exploit and kill us and allow them to claim 

themselves as superior only because they are more mentally developed than us or 

because they belong to another species (Ryder, 1998: 51)?  It should be underlined, 

however, that what these authors are not aiming to do is convince us that we are all 

equal.  Human beings differ from each other in minor and major ways, as we also 

differ from non-humans in significant ways.  These differences do not mean that 

some beings are entitled to rights and others are not, but that we should apply what 

Peter Singer calls an „equal consideration of interests„ (Singer, 1975: 6) which 

subsequently gives rise to different rights, according to the different interests. 

However, even if we accept Singer‟s theory of speciesism and sentience or turn 

to Regan who attributes inherent value to all those beings who possess, what he 

calls, the subject-of-a-life criteria (Regan, 1992), what must necessarily be done is to 

bridge the gap which we have placed between us and non-humans.  The term 

„animal‟, as many have noted, has been used in a degrading manner and has made 

us forget, as Mary Midgley writes, that “we are not just rather like animals; we are 

animals” (Midgley, 1995: xxxiii).  Does this fact lead us to assume that non-humans 

should therefore be admitted within the democratic sphere?  I believe Steven Wise 

makes an important point when he writes that “To avoid speciesism, we must identify 

some objective, rational, legitimate, and non-arbitrary quality possessed by every 

Homo Sapiens that is possessed by no nonhuman that should entitle all of us, but 

none of them, to basic liberty rights.  But none exists” (Wise, 2004: 27).  Of course it 
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must be taken into account that the author is not talking about democratic rights, but 

basic rights to freedom and the right to life which, he believes, most non-humans 

should be entitled to.  We shall return to the specific question of democratic rights in 

the next paragraphs, but for now it is important to concentrate on the exclusion or 

inclusion of non-humans from the demos. 

 

Including Non-Human Animals 

 

As we have previously seen, elements which are regarded as being necessary 

for admission within the democratic community are both competence to participate in 

the decision making process and personal autonomy.  At a first glance, we would 

have to say that non-humans must be excluded from possessing these 

characteristics and, therefore, should subsequently be excluded from democracy.  

However, as we have suggested, it is also true that certain groups, namely children, 

do not possess these characteristics and although they are denied full citizenship, 

they are still part of the community through representation by a paternalistic authority 

figure.  This brings us to a very delicate point regarding the inclusion of animals 

within democracy, because although it may be possible to argue that non-humans 

could be entitled to a status similar to that of children, the use of the argument from 

marginal cases can lead to a very slippery slope. 

On what grounds can we say that other-than-human-animals could possess a 

similar status to that of children?  Whilst we deny that neither possess competence or 

personal autonomy, we can say that a common characteristic which can be attributed 

to both is „practical autonomy‟, that is the ability to desire, to intentionally fulfil the 

desire and to possess a sense of understanding that one is a being who desires 

something and is aiming to get it (Wise, 2004: 32).  Wise believes this to be a 

characteristic which allows most beings, thus not just non-humans, to be entitled to 

basic liberty rights and legal personhood (which we shall return to further on).  So, 

although there may be some grounds by which, taking into account that we must 

reject speciesism, non-humans could be included within democracy under a similar 

status to that of children (i.e. paternalistic authority), some could argue that the main 

difference between children and other-than-humans is that human children have the 

potential, as they turn into adults, to become full citizens.  We could argue, 

nonetheless, that there are humans who, due to accidents or genetic conditions, are 

reduced to a vegetative state and will never reach the potential that a human child 
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could.  One of the main arguments against the use of marginal cases could be that in 

general human beings do develop into beings who possess certain abilities.  What 

must be kept in mind, however, is that there is the risk of turning to speciesism to 

justify the way in which we treat non-human animals. 

Another element which we should consider is that throughout history, the 

argument from marginal cases was not solely limited to infants or mentally 

defectives.  It has been pointed out, instead, that “in the ancient world, the idea that 

some human beings should be under the absolute subjection of others went virtually 

unchallenged, just as many people today do not think twice about eating, wearing or 

experimenting on animals” (Dombrowski, 1997: 145).  It is important to note that only 

until recently have many „categories‟ of individuals been subtracted from being 

considered as incompetent and lacking of personal autonomy.  Women were 

represented by their husbands, slaves were considered property, blacks were 

considered as inferior to whites.  For all these groups of individuals, as is with 

children, personal autonomy was denied and paternalistic authority was commonly 

accepted.  There are some critics of this particular status, in relation to children, and 

we shall later go on to see if it does actually lead to the protection of the interests of 

children or to whomever is subjected to that status. 

 

We have encountered significant difficulties in finding a theoretical basis for 

accepting non-humans within the demos and it seems that this can only occur if we 

accept certain conditions: 

 

1) We must go beyond the idea that democracy is solely reserved to humans; 

2) We must reject speciesism; 

3) It is necessary to bridge the gap we have built between us and „animals‟, since 

we are precisely that; 

4) It must be kept in mind that the boundaries of the demos are not static, as 

demonstrated throughout history; 

5) A distinction between full citizens and the status which other individuals (such 

as children) hold should be accepted. 

 

If we do accept these conditions, I believe it is possible to theoretically justify the 

inclusion of some non-humans within the democratic sphere through a similar status 
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to that of children.  In this sense, they could be represented by a paternalistic 

authority figure since, although they may have well developed intellectual abilities, 

they still do not have the competence or personal autonomy of human adults, and it 

is for this reason that we speak of a different kind of autonomy (as mentioned above).  

We must deeply question whether the exclusion of animals is simply a speciesist act, 

or if it is due to obstacles of practical nature.  We could argue that lack of 

competence and autonomy does not necessarily impede individuals from being 

included within democracy (e.g. children) although we have seen that the arguments 

from marginal cases can be approached in many ways. 

 

Practical Implications of Non-Human Democratic Inclusion 

In order to begin confronting the practical implications of the democratic 

inclusion of animals, it is necessary to consider both the importance of avoiding 

exclusion, as well as the ways in which democracy may fail to adequately protect its 

members.   Democracy, we have said, is of extreme importance in 

order to secure the protection of fundamental rights and maximum freedom, in 

particular allowing its members to live under laws that they themselves choose 

(fulfilling the freedom of self-determination) (Dahl, 1989: 89).  This is not true for 

everyone, since there are members of the community, such as children who are 

subjected to laws and regulations but are not full citizens and are therefore not 

allowed to choose them, although this is justified and reasonable due to their lack of 

competence.  When one is excluded from democracy, however, history has 

demonstrated that one will not be adequately protected and ones interests will not 

sufficiently be taken into account in lawmaking, for example (Dahl 1989: 104).  It is 

for this reason that some authors have called for a revision of children‟s citizenship 

in the democracies of today since it seems that “the political status to which they 

have been relegated leaves much to be desired.  Paternalist policies dictate that 

children be represented politically by their parents, leaving them as or more 

vulnerable and excluded from private life as women were under coverture” (Cohen, 

2005: 221).  Elizabeth Cohen (2005) argues, as Dahl seemed to suggest, that 

individuals who are not adequately represented will find that their interests will not 

be sufficiently protected since the risk is that adults, or the paternal figure who 

represents them, will substitute their own views instead of the child‟s.  In an 

analogous manner, therefore, we can imagine that, as I have suggested in the 
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previous paragraphs, if non-human animals were included within democracy--once 

certain conditions were accepted--they would have to be represented by humans.  

This raises many delicate questions, not only because we are talking about other-

than-human beings but also because, as we have seen, the form of representation 

we have discussed can carry some important difficulties. 

 Non-Humans and Democratic Rights 

We have mentioned that inclusion to the democratic community might also entail 

being ascribed democratic rights.  What exactly do we mean when we speak of these 

rights?  In order to answer this question it is necessary to operate an initial distinction 

between democratic rights and those rights which most of those involved with the 

„animal question‟ argue should be ascribed to non-humans.  The latter come to 

include the freedom from torture and exploitation, which are not necessarily 

democratic rights.  What is it, however, that we intend when we use the term 

„democratic‟?  It is hard to draw an exact line.  Michael Saward (1998: 88) writes “if 

some rights appear unambiguously to be democratic ones, where, and on what 

basis, do we locate the conceptual cut-off point between democratic and other 

(possible) rights?”  How, for example, do we define fundamental rights such as the 

right to life?  It is important to know where to draw the line since when we look at the 

practical implications we can see that the category of democratic rights may not be 

suitable for non-humans.  In general terms, however, we can define democratic rights 

as rights to: participation and representation (and voting as a means to obtain the 

two); freedom of expression; freedom of association; freedom of opposition and 

freedom of self determination.  Michael Saward also includes social rights such as 

rights to an adequate education, basic health care and basic income (1998: 94).  It is 

clear that non-humans are no doubt excluded from benefitting from some democratic 

rights due to their physical or mental attributes, whereas the application of other 

rights proves to be less problematic and may actually guarantee a better protection of 

their interests.  A good example is the right to basic health care, which could prove to 

be very useful in the case of non-humans.  However, the fact that it is classified as a 

democratic right is not necessarily important, whereas it is the substantive content of 

the right in itself which is more relevant. 

Granting non-humans democratic rights encounters significant obstacles and 

does not appear to be particularly adequate to the case of animals, both in the sense 
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that their interests are not fully protected and, ultimately, because non-humans 

cannot make  effective use of them.  Paola Cavalieri is of the opinion that a plausible 

solution is represented by an „extended human rights theory‟ (Cavalieri, 2001: 139).  

The author is aware of certain problems, such as the difficulty in defining which 

animals should be included within the expanded theory.  There are, however, certain 

advantages, “since it is a doctrine centred on non-interference, it does not involve 

distributive problems that might imply the necessity of attributing differential value to 

the beings involved” (Cavalieri, 2001: 140).  Whilst it is a difficult task to identify and 

explain what exactly democratic rights are, it is possible to say that they are of a 

different nature than human rights.  Thus, if we accept, as Cavalieri does, that human 

rights, “on the basis of the very doctrine that establishes them...are not human” 

(Cavalieri, 2001: 139) we may see some possible space for the extension of these 

rights to non-humans, which may also prove to be more adequate to their case than 

the democratic rights. 

 

Non-Humans and the Problem of Representation 

 

Returning to the question of democratic rights and their applicability to non-

humans, let us take a look at two central aspects of democracy: participation and 

representation.  How could these elements possibly be fulfilled in practical terms in 

this case?  Years ago, perhaps, the same type of reasoning was applied when 

considering extending democratic citizenship to those categories of individuals who 

had been for a long time discriminated.  However, one of the obvious problems we 

encounter when considering these two „pillars‟ of democracy in the non-human case, 

is the problem of communication.  Although it is true that between humans and other-

than-humans some sort of communication is possible,3 the language barrier is still an 

important obstacle.  The problem of participation may be overcome by stating that 

their right to participation can be exercised through a form of representation, as is the 

case of infants, for example.  However, if the representation of the interests and 

needs of infants occurs through parents or guardians, in the case of non-humans this 

issue is much more complex because it is harder to identify who is best suited to 

represent animals and what their interests are.  This is a central aspect because, as 

we have seen before, if the adequate representation of individuals is not ensured, it 

                                                 
3
The use of sign language in the case of primates or even the understanding which occurs between humans and 

their companion pets, are both good examples. 



In-Spire Journal of Law, Politics and Societies (Vol. 5, No.  1 – 2010) 

 

65 

 

will be easy for their interests and needs to be inadequately protected.  Elizabeth 

Cohen, in the case of children, argues that their status is ill-defined and that they 

need “a more carefully defined and judiciously governed political status that 

acknowledges their needs alongside their weaknesses and vulnerabilities” (Cohen, 

2005: 236).  Is it possible that non-human democratic inclusion would run into the 

same problems we face with children, possibly because such an ill-defined form of 

democratic citizenship does not go far enough in the protection of these individuals 

interests? 

A few authors have advanced some extremely interesting ideas which, whilst 

promoting the animal question to a certain extent, emphasize the importance of the 

democratic process.  Two different positions can be outlined.  Robert E. Goodin‟s 

starting point, for example, is that “nature‟s interests are as deserving of protection as 

are anyone or anything else‟s” (Goodin, 1996: 840).  The author is of the opinion that 

the best way for nature‟s interests to be represented is through the enfranchising of 

its rights.  He does acknowledge, however, that the use of the model of incorporated 

interests was historically „disreputably‟ used (in a master-slave relationship, for 

example).  Furthermore, when he mentions the case of children, Goodin underlines 

the fact that he does not think that parents, for example, are the perfect „political 

spokespersons‟ of their children, but merely that someone is obliged to take on that 

role (Goodin, 1996: 843).  The author concludes his thoughts on representation by 

stating that “the best we can hope for is that nature‟s interests will come to be 

internalized by a sufficient number of people with sufficient leverage in the political 

system for nature‟s interests to secure the protection that they deserve” (Goodin, 

1996: 844). 

It appears, through Goodin‟s perspective, that we must settle for relatively little.  

It is interesting, therefore, to see what other authors, such as Andrew Dobson, have 

proposed where the representation of non-human nature is concerned.  Dobson has 

suggested that future generations and non-human animals could be democratically 

represented through proxy representatives elected explicitly to act for and promote 

the interests of non-humans (Dobson, 1996: 137).  The proxy representation Dobson 

suggests would occur through real elections in which candidates would campaign 

and be voted as other candidates are elected in the present system.  Clearly a lot 

would depend on the view of the single candidate and one of the immediate 

problems we incur into is the clash between the interests of humans and non-
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humans, and between the interests of different non-human species.  Dobson writes 

“we can pretty safely say that the interest of the species…that is being represented 

lies in being assured of the conditions to provide for its survival and flourishing” 

(Dobson, 1996: 137).  It is still difficult to say, however, how this would delineate itself 

in practical terms, given the extent to which non-humans animals are entwined in the 

complex workings of our society. 

These ideas may be deemed as absurd but, as Joel Feinberg (1980: 163) 

(perhaps rather bluntly) writes, “Children and idiots start legal proceedings, not on 

their own direct initiative, but rather through the actions of proxies or attorneys who 

are empowered to speak in their names.  If there is no conceptual absurdity in this 

situation, why should there be in the case where a proxy makes a claim on behalf of 

an animal?”  The use of proxies, therefore, represents an interesting possibility for 

the protection of the interests of non-humans, but attention should still be directed 

towards avoiding the problems which this form of representation carry, as I have 

previously outlined by Elizabeth Cohen. 

An element of particular interest is the focus on democracy.  Dobson writes--

referring to the representation of future generations--that “the interests of these 

generations as „stakeholders‟ need to be taken into account, even if the outcomes of 

democratic deliberation do not work out in their favour” (Dobson, 1996: 133).  It is still 

interesting to note how the main priority seems to be the respect of the democratic 

process rather than being outcome-oriented (to further the interests of non-humans 

or future generations for example).  As Michael Saward notes, this model has the 

merit of bringing about more ecologically sensitive democracies (Saward, 2006: 187) 

but, as we have shown with Dobson, the approach is objective and the focus is not 

on individuals, but on the element of democracy. 

 

Other Practical Problems with Non-Human Animal Inclusion 

 

An extremely delicate issue we must confront is the definition of interests.  If we 

accept that the representation of non-humans will necessarily have to occur through 

the intervention of humans, how could we define what their interests are?  In the 

case of proxy representation as suggested by Dobson, there are clear issues of 

legitimacy to be resolved, including the fact that the definition of the interests of non-

humans would depend entirely on the view of the single candidate elected.  The 

author argues, however, that this model ensures a more effective representation of 
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non-human animal interests, rather than animal representatives being simply 

appointed, thanks to the discipline of re-election (Dobson, 1996: 137). 

It will, in any case, be difficult to know whether ultimately a certain policy or 

decision is truly in the best interests of animals. This leads us to question how far 

humans should intervene in the life of animals.  These are very complex questions 

and in order to find a suitable answer I believe it is important to carefully consider the 

nature of animals, in particular their biological and physiological needs.  Generally, 

what may be in the best interest of non-humans is for them to live their life according 

to their physiological and biological needs, which is probably in contradiction with the 

role animals have in human life today.  Many of the obstacles, in fact, which do not 

allow us to seriously take into consideration what has been called the „liberation‟ of 

animals are economic, political and religious factors.  An immense problem is 

represented by the use of animals for food.  Much literature has been devoted to this 

question and it is certainly a difficult, if not impossible, task to find a clear cut answer 

to.  If we did eventually end the way in which we exploit animals today, phasing out 

intensive factory farms, eliminating the use of non-humans in clothing, entertainment 

and other industries, would it be possible to say that the only times in which we would 

be faced with dilemmas between non-humans and human interests would be in the 

case of self defence?  This may be a very simplistic way to deal with the question, 

but nonetheless some ground rules ought to be set down.  The acknowledgment of 

the inherent value of other beings by not allowing our futile needs to override the 

most urgent interests of other individuals could be a good starting point and could 

prove to be guidelines upon which to base our relationship with non-humans.  Of 

particular relevance here is the question of legal personhood.  Today non-humans 

are still considered as property, although some steps are being made in positive 

directions as is the case in Germany, which has been the first country to introduce 

animal welfare into its constitution (Rook, 2009: 7).  Legal personhood is an essential 

step towards the protection of their interests as beings rather than merely as „things‟. 

What has been an obstacle in implementing this idea is the fact that our society is 

based on their exploitation, giving way to many contradictions if legal personhood 

was attributed to non-humans. 

 

Non-Human Democratic Inclusion: Drawing Lines 
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Another particularly important issue which must not be underestimated is where 

the line should be drawn when we speak of non-human animal inclusion and the 

attribution of democratic rights.  As I have already mentioned, there is an enormous 

gap which we have placed between other-than-human animals and ourselves: it 

seems that humans have been placed on one side, whereas the other side comes to 

include beings which range from the tiniest insects to primates, the latter being 

biologically much closer to us.  It is far too vague, on one hand, to say that we should 

attribute rights to animals (as a whole) whilst on the other it is also difficult not to 

discriminate between non-humans.  Where, and how, should a line be drawn when 

considering who is included within a „moral circle‟?  Should sentience be the only 

criteria in deciding who rights should be attributed to, as Singer believes (Singer, 

1975), or should we adopt a wider approach and use the subject-of-a-life criteria 

(Regan, 1992)? 

This brings me to an essential point.  Although we could argue that exclusion 

from the democratic sphere leads to these individuals not being adequately protected 

and their interests being overridden, is the attempt to justify their inclusion just an 

attempt to be „politically correct‟?  Is the aim of widening the democratic barriers to 

include non-humans just a logical extension?  The fact is that even if we find a 

theoretical basis to speak of democratic rights applied to non-humans it may not be 

desirable in the way that we intend democracy to function.  If the objective is 

recognising that some animals4 should be recognised as beings with inherent value 

and due to this their fundamental interests ought to be protected, then maybe it 

would be more favourable to speak of fundamental rights, rather than democratic 

rights, due to the actual nature of their interests.  Humans who live in democracies 

depend on certain rights to ensure their equality, freedom and self-determination, but 

it is unsure whether non-humans depend on these rights for their interests to be 

protected. 

An example of granting fundamental rights to animals is the World Declaration on 

Great Primates, which identifies three basic conditions to the relationship between 

humans and great primates: The first being the right to life, according to which the 

killing of these animals can be admitted only in the extreme case of self defence; 

Secondly, that primates cannot be deprived of their individual freedom and; thirdly, 

that no form of torture should be imposed on them (Great Ape Project, 2009).  These 

                                                 
4
 I use the word “some” since a distinction will necessarily have to be operated within non-humans as described 

above. 
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conditions, it seems, allow primates to be sufficiently protected, since they establish 

that human intervention need only go so far as accepting basic rights for these non-

humans and avoiding negative actions towards them.  If we use these conditions as 

a model for other animals, the question would consist in identifying whether all non-

humans should be included or if it should be limited to some. 

 

Conclusions 

 

This article has attempted to answer many different questions.  The primary 

motive was the consideration of the historical boundaries of democracy history, which 

have progressively widened to include previously excluded individuals.  In this 

perspective, the aim was to continue an ongoing debate about the inclusion of the 

natural environment within a political context in general and within the democratic 

sphere in particular.  I have attempted to search for a theoretical basis upon which to 

justify the inclusion of non-human animals given that they have interests which are 

morally considerable and that should be protected.  Many difficulties to their inclusion 

have been outlined and it appears that one of the most important elements in the 

debate is the rejection of speciesism. 

The question of boundaries and limits is present in many aspects of this 

discussion: the boundaries of the demos, the definition of democratic rights, the limits 

to non-human animal inclusion and the lines to be drawn where moral considerations 

are concerned.  This just goes to prove how complex the debate actually is and how 

difficult it is to find clear cut answers.  Significant theoretical and practical obstacles 

were also encountered but beyond these it seems that, once specific conditions are 

accepted, it may be possible to justify the inclusion of non-humans within the 

democratic context.  Where the democratic pillars of participation and representation 

are concerned some innovative ideas were discussed.  In particular, Dobson‟s proxy 

Parliament idea seemed to ensure a more adequate representation of non-human 

interests rather than the enfranchising of interests put forward by Goodin and 

emphasized the importance of the democratic process as well. 

At the same time, and looking at the question in more depth, it appears that 

other-than-human animals may not have an actual interest in receiving democratic 

rights, particularly because the status which we could attribute to them might not 

ultimately lead to their adequate protection.  Whilst the interests of animals should 

not completely be excluded from the sphere of democracy, it appears that haven 
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taken all the necessary elements into consideration, that a form of moral extension of 

fundamental rights may be more appropriate to the case of non-humans. 
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