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Abstract 
 Burgess-Jackson (1998) argues that the duties we have to our companion animals are similar to 
the duties we have to our children. Specifically, he argues that a person who takes custody of 
either a nonhuman animal or a child elevates the moral status of the child or animal, endowing 
each with rights neither had before. Th ese rights obligate that person to provide for the well 
being of the creature—animal or child—in question. Th is paper offers two arguments against 
this position. First, a creature’s rights rest solely on the creature’s intrinsic properties. Th us, the 
person taking custody of a creature does not endow the creature with new rights. Rather, the 
custodian assumes the responsibilities associated with ensuring that the creature’s rights are pro-
tected and preserved. Second, our children possess intrinsic properties and, hence, rights—most 
important, the right to life—that our pets lack. Th is difference undermines the analogy on 
which Burgess-Jackson’s argument depends. Our pets are not like our children, as Burgess-
Jackson claims. Instead, they are more akin to our slaves. 
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  Introduction 

 Last summer, many residents of the American Gulf Coast risked their lives for 
the sake of their companion animals. Some refused to evacuate because the 
shelters could not accommodate their nonhuman animals. As the waters rose, 
some fought to save both their own lives and the lives of their pets. Others 
abandoned their animals as they fled. Dogs were tied up in their backyards so 
that they could not even swim to safety. Cats were locked in houses that were 
eventually swept away.1 If our pets are like our children, if we have the same 
kinds of duties to our pets as we have to our children, no cat or dog, ferret or 
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parrot, should have been left behind. However, if our pets are just another 
piece of property, then their abandonment invites no moral condemnation. In 
fact, those who risked their lives to save their pets should probably be branded 
fools. What then are our pets to us? What is their moral status? 

 Clearly, given the diversity of responses to this disaster, we, as a culture, do 
not know the answers to these questions. Philosophers have done little to help 
here. Th is topic is one of the few that philosophers have failed—for the most 
part—to address. One philosopher who has addressed this topic is Burgess-
Jackson (1998). He argues that our pets are in fact like our children and hence 
the duties we owe to them are like the duties we owe to our children. However, 
the argument Burgess-Jackson offers for this position incorrectly characterizes 
the nature of our duties to our children.   In addition, Burgess-Jackson (1998) 
fails to consider those duties we have to our children, which we seemingly do 
not have to our pets. If he had, he would have seen that the relationship 
between pet and caregiver (owner) is more akin to the master/slave relationship 
than to the parent/child relationship. 

 To begin, I will reconstruct Burgess-Jackson’s (1998) argument. His aim is 
to show that our duties to our pets do not rest on any intrinsic properties 
our animals possess. Rather, our duties arise as a consequence of the relation-
ships we have with our pets. Specifically, by adopting a particular animal, that 
animal becomes dependent on, and vulnerable with respect to, the owner. 
Th us, this owner is responsible to this pet in so far as the owner created the 
situation that put the pet in jeopardy. According to Burgess-Jackson, it is in 
this way that our pets are like our children. In taking custody of a child, par-
ents are also responsible for the fact that their child is dependent on, and 
vulnerable with respect to, them. It is this dependence and vulnerability that 
these parents have the duty to ameliorate. 

 I shall argue that if—as Burgess-Jackson (1998) holds—the source of our 
responsibilities to our children and our pets is located solely in our creating for 
them a situation of vulnerability and dependence; we have no obligations to 
the orphan (animal or human). Th is, I argue, runs counter to our intuitions. 
We do owe something to these orphans. Moreover, if we do owe something to 
these orphans, it is only because we hold that these orphans possess some 
intrinsic property that obligates us to them. I will develop this point by exam-
ining a specific case. It will emerge that, even assuming that we are related to 
our pets—as parents to children—it is not this relationship alone, or even 
primarily, that funds our obligations to them. 

 Because our moral obligations to our pets do not rest solely on our relation-
ships with them, I will consider intrinsic moral properties. I argue that, given 
certain common (though controversial) assumptions, it follows that children 
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possess certain intrinsic properties our pets lack. In particular, children, unlike 
pets, are persons and hence have a right to life. As a consequence of this 
difference, I argue that the parent/child analogy is simply at odds with our 
relationship with our pets, and I argue that the most nearly analogous rela-
tionship is that of master and slave. With all this in mind, let us turn now to 
Burgess-Jackson’s (1998) argument.  

  Burgess-Jackson on Companion Animals 

  Premise 1:  A person is responsible for those foreseeable conditions that arise as 
a consequence of her actions.

A person’s actions bring about a particular state of affairs, the constitution 
of which is for the most part predictable. Such a person is responsible for these 
predictable outcomes.  

  Premise 2 :  Some animals have needs, both psychological and physical, which 
they cannot satisfy on their own given how their environment is currently 
structured. 

 We humans have restructured the environments we live in to best suit our 
needs and our needs alone.2 Consequently, some animals who live among us 
can no longer meet their own needs. For example, dogs need food to eat. If we 
were to allow them to satisfy this need on their own, we would have to let 
them run loose in packs so that they could hunt. However, such packs would 
jeopardize the safety of our children, our livestock, and us. So, we cannot 
allow dogs to form such packs; this means they cannot satisfy their hunger on 
their own.  

  Premise 3 :  Such animals require our aid if these needs are to be satisfied. For 
example, every year hundreds of dogs die from drinking anti-freeze.

Th ey do not know that it is poisonous.   Th us, if they are to be protected 
from this danger, they will need our aid.  

  Premise 4 :  A person who takes custody of an animal knowingly “closes off 
opportunities” for other people to satisfy the needs of this animal. (Burgess-
Jackson, 1998, p. 168)

If a person adopts a dog, other people cannot then adopt that dog. As a 
consequence, these other people cannot help that dog satisfy those needs the 
dog cannot independently satisfy.  
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  Premise 5 :  To close off such an opportunity is to create the conditions in which 
that animal is both dependent on, and vulnerable with respect to, the adopt-
ing person.  

  Premise 6 :  Th us, the person who takes custody of an animal is responsible for 
the vulnerability and dependence of this animal. 

 In this way, Burgess-Jackson (1998) argues, pets are like children. When 
parents bring a child into the world, they bring into existence a sentient being 
whose needs can only be satisfied by others. When these parents then bring 
this child into their home, they create a condition in which no one else can 
satisfy these needs. Hence, the child is dependent on, and vulnerable with 
respect to, the parents. Because these parents are the cause of this child’s 
dependence and vulnerability, they are responsible for ameliorating this con-
dition.3 Similarly, by adopting a pet, a person also creates a condition of vul-
nerability. Pets also cannot satisfy their needs. Th us, when a pet is under the 
care of an owner, the pet is dependent on this person to satisfy these needs. 
Th is owner is now responsible for addressing this state of dependence. “It is 
the fact of vulnerability, therefore, conjoined with causal responsibility for 
that condition, that generates moral responsibility” (Burgess-Jackson, p. 170).  

  Premise 7 :  To fulfill this responsibility, this person must satisfy the needs this 
animal cannot satisfy.  

Conclusion :  Th e person who adopts an animal must fulfill all the physical and 
psychological needs that animal cannot satisfy. Th e person must provide 
proper food, water, shelter, and health care for this pet. Th e person must also 
provide the necessary companionship and training for this pet so that the pet 
can live well in our society. 

 Note again that for Burgess-Jackson (1998), the obligations we have to our 
pets do not rest on the fact that these creatures possess certain intrinsic proper-
ties, specifically the intrinsic properties associated with sentience. Rather, our 
duties arise from our having put our pets in a position of vulnerability and 
dependence by taking them into our custody and hence preventing others 
from caring for them. Th us, according to Burgess-Jackson, we must amelio-
rate this dependence and 6vulnerability by fulfilling our pets’ needs. 

 Of course, this kind of relationship can only arise between sentient beings. 
Pets are dependent on, and vulnerable to, their owners only because they 
are creatures who have needs that only their owners can fulfill. However, for 
Burgess-Jackson,(1998), it is not these needs that generate these obligations; 
rather, it is the relationship of vulnerability and dependence between pet and 
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owner that does the moral work here. “Th e fact that I stand in such-and-such 
relation to animal, A, may itself give rise to an obligation on my part—an 
obligation that effectively elevates A’s moral status.” (Burgess-Jackson, p. 175) 

 By locating the source of our obligations in our relationships with our pets 
instead of in the intrinsic properties our pets possess, Burgess-Jackson (1998) 
avoids a particularly nasty problem. Our pets do not possess any intrinsic 
properties that morally separate them from others of even their own kind. My 
dog has no intrinsic property that makes him more worthy of my concern 
than those dogs who are routinely abandoned in the woods behind my house. 
In fact, all the morally relevant properties that my dog possesses that are intrin-
sic to him were possessed by the pig that some of us will be eating for dinner 
tonight. Th us, if our moral obligations to our pets were dependent on their 
intrinsic properties, then we would be similarly obligated to a large portion (if 
not all) of animal kind.4 

 Given Burgess-Jackson’s (1998), position, this would place on us a burden 
we could never fulfill. According to Burgess-Jackson, the duties we have to our 
pets are both positive and negative duties. We are not supposed to merely 
abstain from harming our pets; we are also supposed to do what we can to 
protect, and provide for, them. Although we could largely fulfill any negative 
duties we might have to animal- kind, we could never satisfy such positive 
duties. Th us, Burgess-Jackson needs a way to limit creatures to whom we are 
so obligated, and he does this by resting our obligations to our pets on our 
relationship with them. Unlike our pets, we are not causally responsible for 
the vulnerability and dependency animals in the wild experience, for we have 
not taken custody of these animals. Th us, we are not responsible for providing 
for them and protecting them as we are our pets. 

 Th ere are real benefits to locating our obligations to our animals in our 
relationships to them. Yet, there are also some serious—if not fatal—draw-
backs to this strategy. It is here where the analogy between pets and children 
falls apart: Later in the paper, I challenge this analogy. Here, I want to show 
that the source of the obligations we have to our pets and our children—even 
granting Burgess-Jackson’s (1998) analogy—is not found only, or even primarily, 
in our relationships to these creatures. Rather, it is found in the intrinsic moral 
properties these beings possess. 

 Burgess-Jackson’s (1998) position is that taking custody of a pet changes or 
“elevates” the moral status of that animal (Burgess-Jackson, p. 175). Th at is, 
prior to my taking custody of a particular animal, the animal had no particu-
lar, positive moral claim on me or on anyone else. By adopting this animal, 
however, I accepted such a claim on me and only me. I am now responsible for 
satisfying those needs this animal cannot independently satisfy. However, 
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clearly we will not make analogous claims about children. We will not want to 
say that taking custody of a child elevates the child’s moral status. Th at is, we 
will not want to say that prior to anyone’s taking custody of a child, that child 
had no moral claim on anyone and that the child only acquired such a claim 
when someone acquired custody. Nor would we want to say that the only 
person who has any obligation to this child is the parent or that the only chil-
dren to whom persons have any sort of positive duties are those in their custody. 

 Consider here the famous example often offered when discussing the parent/
child relationship. A mother and her son go for a day at the beach. While 
at the beach, the boy befriends an orphan whose parents died in the war. Th e 
two children out in the lake suddenly find themselves struggling, drowning. 
Th e mother swims out to help but can save only one child. She chooses to 
save her own. 

 Th ose who hold that parents have special responsibilities to their children 
argue that this mother, in saving her child, does no moral wrong. Let us say 
they are right on this point. However, in conceding this, no one is denying 
that the orphan also deserves saving. Th at is, if the mother could save both 
children without jeopardizing her or her son’s life, she should. If this is correct, 
the relationship parents have to their children does not elevate the moral status 
of the children. Both children in this example have, let us say, a right to life as 
a consequence of the properties they inherently possess—specifically, the 
property of personhood. 

 What then justifies this mother in saving her child and not the orphan? 
Much has been said in response to this question. A not uncommon answer is 
as follows: Children have both positive and negative rights.5 People who take 
custody of a child are taking it upon themselves to fulfill those duties associ-
ated with that particular child’s positive rights. Th us, when a person takes 
custody of a child, that child does not suddenly get rights not held previously, 
thereby elevating moral status above all those unlucky enough to be without 
parents; rather, the child gets someone who has the duty to ensure those rights 
are protected and preserved. Seen this way, the special relationship parents 
have to their children merely distributes the duties associated with a particular 
child’s positive rights to that child’s parent.6 Th us, this mother has the specific 
duty to save her son but no specific duty to save the orphan, though the 
orphan has a right to life that deserves protecting. 

 Th is position might seem troubling to some. How could this orphan have 
a positive right to life if no one has any specific duties to the orphan? But 
what is more troubling is the implications of Burgess-Jackson’s (1998) view. 
Although Burgess-Jackson holds that there are obligations each of us has to all 
persons (including children) because of the intrinsic properties they possess, 
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some of the obligations we have we owe only to our own children. “Most of us 
believe that one is responsible to/for one’s own child but not to/for someone 
else’s child even though the children are alike in all relevant respects” (Burgess-
Jackson, 1998 p. 176) He does not list what these responsibilities are, but 
whatever they are, the orphan is just flat out of luck. Th e orphan not only 
suffers the loss of his parents but also, in effect, the loss of some of his rights as 
a consequence of these deaths. Th is not only invites in the problem of moral 
luck but also details a very odd way persons can go about losing their rights: 
Th ey can lose a right if someone else dies. 

 Finally, I am not so sure—as Burgess-Jackson (1998) contends—that most 
of us believe we are responsible only for our own children. Instead, could it be 
the case that we believe our responsibilities are first to our children and then 
to other children? Or that we have specific duties to our own children and 
some sort of general duties to all others? Note that these beliefs can account 
for many of our moral intuitions. For example, most of us believe that . . . 
Although the mother should save her son, she should at least try to save the 
orphan. 

–   Public funds should be used to ensure that each child receives proper food, 
medical care, clothes, and education. Such funds also should be spent on 
such things as life guards and safety features at public pools and beaches. 

 –  If there is reason to think that a child might not be receiving proper care 
from his or her parents, those in the know should intervene in some way. 

 Of course, Burgess-Jackson (1998) could argue that each of these intuitions 
can be explained by the belief that the particular duty at issue is one that we 
incur due to those intrinsic properties all children possess. Yet, each time he 
employs this line of reasoning in defense of his position, he undermines that 
very position. With each reiteration, it will become harder for him to claim 
that we are responsible only for our own children and not the children of oth-
ers. It will also become increasingly clear that it is the intrinsic properties our 
children possess, not our relationship with them, that carries the moral weight 
and hence defines our obligations to our children. 

 All this seemingly indicates that a parent’s relationship with his or her child 
does not elevate the child’s moral status. Instead, that status is fixed indepen-
dently of the relationship. Whatever rights a child has are because of proper-
ties intrinsic to that child. Th e child cannot gain or lose rights by gaining or 
losing a parent. Th at said, whether a child has a parent will affect how the 
obligations associated with that child’s rights are met. Th at is, if a child has a 
parent, the obligations associated with protecting and preserving that child’s 
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rights will be met by that parent. If a child does not have a parent, the associ-
ated obligations will be met by the members of that child’s moral community. 
In this way, the parent/child relationship does not distribute rights, thereby 
making some children morally better off than other children; rather, the par-
ent/child relationship distributes obligations. In a just society—one structured 
to ensure the preservation and protection of all of its members’ rights—none 
of these obligations will go undistributed or unmet. 

 What does all this tell us about the duties we have to our pets? Assume my 
analysis above is correct. If our duties to our pets are analogous to our duties 
to our children, then—contrary to Burgess-Jackson’s (1998) claim—the rela-
tionship we have to our pets also does not elevate their status. As is the case 
with children, this relationship at most morally situates us so that we are now 
responsible for protecting and preserving the rights our animals have as con-
sequences of their intrinsic properties.7 Another way to come to this same 
conclusion is by applying the logic of Burgess-Jackson’s argument to a particu-
lar case. Consider the story of Helga.   

  Helga’s Story 

 A good friend of mine, Walter, loves dogs and has always had a dog as a com-
panion. However, he does not choose just any dog when choosing his next 
companion. He only adopts dogs from local, usually disreputable, animal 
shelters. He only goes to a shelter when they are filled to capacity. He only 
adopts those dogs who are scheduled to be euthanized the next day. He always 
goes to the shelter during that hour right before closing. Moreover, he always 
chooses the ugliest dog, preferably one with a handicap. His current dog had 
an ulcer on her right eye. He spent hundreds of dollars trying to save that dog’s 
eye; in the end, however, it had to be removed. So he now is the proud owner 
of a mangy, one-eyed cur named Helga. 

 Burgess-Jackson’s (1998) position is that Walter is morally obligated to sat-
isfy those physical and psychological needs that Helga cannot satisfy herself 
because Walter has created the conditions under which Helga is now depen-
dent on, and vulnerable with respect to, Walter. For by adopting Helga, Wal-
ter has prevented others from fulfilling Helga’s needs. However, is this really 
the correct description of what has happened here? What exactly is the nature 
of the vulnerability and dependence that Walter has created? Th at Helga can-
not satisfy her needs on her own is not Walter’s doing. Unlike the couple who 
have a child the old fashioned way, he did not create this sentient, needy, help-
less being. He also did not create the conditions under which she could not 
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satisfy her own needs. He had no hand in making our society one in which 
dogs cannot roam free. 

 More important, he did not prevent other people from adopting Helga. 
Walter’s goal is to choose a dog he has good reason to believe will not be 
adopted by anyone else. He looks specifically for the dog who will be put 
down the next day, while ignoring those cute puppies whom everyone wants 
to adopt. Th e assumption behind Burgess-Jackson’s (1998) argument is that if 
Walter did not adopt Helga, someone else would have, and this other person 
would have satisfied all Helga’s needs and desires. (see Premise 4.) By adopting 
Helga, Walter is now obligated to treat her as this person would have. How-
ever, in Helga’s case, there is no ideal owner waiting in the wings. Walter really 
was Helga’s last hope. He gave her more life than she was literally scheduled to 
have. Given this, what obligations does Walter have to Helga? 

 On Burgess-Jackson’s (1998) argument, he seemingly has none. Walter is 
responsible for the vulnerability he creates. For Burgess-Jackson, vulnerability 
arises only in comparison to what would have happened to Helga if Walter 
had not adopted her. Well, if Walter had not adopted Helga, Helga would be 
dead. Th erefore, any little thing he gives her is more than she would have got 
and hence is more than he is obligated to give. Th us, Walter seemingly has no 
obligations to Helga. 

 Maybe, however, this is the wrong way to think about Helga’s vulnerability 
and hence Walter’s responsibilities. Maybe Burgess-Jackson’s (1998) position 
can be saved if he simply abandons the claim that animals are vulnerable and 
dependent on their owners because those owners prevent others from adopt-
ing these animals. He could argue instead that, by simply adopting Helga, 
Walter has created a situation in which Helga is dependent on, and vulnerable 
to, him—regardless of what others would have done for, or to, Helga. Because 
he created this situation, it is his responsibility to address this situation. 

 Th is is a perfectly reasonable line of argument. Yet, the mere fact that Wal-
ter is responsible for this situation does not tell us how Walter must address 
this situation. 

 Burgess-Jackson’s (1998) position is that Walter must satisfy the needs 
Helga cannot satisfy on her own. And how he justifies specifying the content 
of Walter’s duties in this way is by considering what another owner would 
have done for Helga if the phantom owner, not Walter, had adopted her. Now, 
however, we are excising this comparison from Burgess-Jackson’s argument. 
For, again, in the case of Helga, there really was not this phantom, ideal owner 
who would have tended to Helga’s needs had Walter not adopted her. Once 
we have excised this comparison, what then can ground the conclusion that 
Walter must satisfy those needs Helga cannot satisfy herself? 
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 Again, Walter took custody of Helga, and he now has to take responsibility 
for the situation he created as a result. Still, why cannot he take responsibility 
here by satisfying some—rather than all—of Helga’s needs? Why would he be 
in the wrong if he only fed and exercised her but never tended to her ulcerated 
eye? Alternatively, why cannot he take responsibility for Helga here by taking 
her life himself and hence extinguishing her needs? To preclude these options 
and establish that Walter has to satisfy those needs Helga cannot satisfy her-
self, it is not enough to point out that Walter is responsible for Helga’s current 
situation. More is needed here. However, what more can be added other than 
a consideration of those intrinsic properties all dogs possess that impose upon 
us certain moral obligations? 

 If Walter is obligated to satisfy all those needs that Helga cannot satisfy 
herself, he is so obligated not because some ideal owner would have satisfied 
these needs, nor is he so obligated merely because he is responsible for the fact 
that Helga is vulnerable and dependent on him. If he is so obligated, it is 
because Helga possesses some intrinsic properties that make these needs wor-
thy of moral consideration, and Walter—by adopting Helga—has elected 
himself to be the person who will fulfill these needs. If this is correct, then 
Walter’s relationship with Helga is analogous to parents’ relationship with their 
child. Contrary to Burgess-Jackson’s (1998) position, it is not this relationship 
with Walter that elevated Helga’s moral status: Rather, her moral status was 
fixed before entering this relationship. Walter has merely chosen himself to be 
the person who is to fulfill the specific duties associated with this status.8 

 Of course, if all this is right, Walter has duties to Helga only if Helga has 
some intrinsic properties worthy of his moral consideration. Moreover, what 
duties he has—that is, whether he actually has to satisfy those needs Helga 
cannot satisfy herself—depends on what intrinsic properties she has. But 
what, if any, intrinsic moral properties do our pets have? Th is is not a topic 
Burgess-Jackson (1998) addresses. Although he concedes that they have such 
properties, he fails to elaborate on them and hence on the duties we have to 
animals, regardless of that animal’s relationship to us. He holds that he can 
define our relationship to our pets without a sustained discussion of these 
intrinsic properties. However, on this point Burgess-Jackson is wrong. 

 Th e intrinsic properties our pets have or, more important, fail to have will 
affect how we should characterize our relationship to them. In particular, we 
cannot, as Burgess-Jackson (1998) does, ignore the question as to whether our 
pets are persons and hence have a right to life. For, as we shall see, if our pets 
are not persons, our relationship with our pets will be more akin to the mas-
ter/slave relationship than to the parent/child relationship.  
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  Benign Slavery 

 Up to now, I have assumed that Burgess-Jackson (1998) is right to conceive of 
our relationship with our companion animals on analogy with the parent/
child relationship. My claim has been that, even given this assumption, it is 
not the fact of our relationship with our pets alone that generates our obliga-
tions to them. Instead, I have argued, we must also look to the intrinsic prop-
erties of these animals if we are to understand the nature and extent of our 
obligations. 

 Now we turn to a consideration of these intrinsic properties. Clearly, a 
complete analysis of these properties is beyond the scope of this paper. So, 
here I want to focus on two such properties: personhood and the capacity to 
suffer. In what follows, I will argue that the capacity to suffer seemingly funds 
the obligations we have to feed, shelter, and care for those animals we keep as 
pets. But I contend that if we deny our pets the status of persons, none of these 
obligations are binding. We can avoid these responsibilities by taking the lives 
of our pets and, in so doing, we will commit no wrong. Finally, I will argue 
that because we can avoid the obligations we have to our pets by ending their 
lives marks a profound difference between the pet/owner relationship and the 
parent/child relationship and reveals that the pet/owner relationship is best 
characterized as a relationship between a master and his slave. 

 As we shall see, the conclusions I draw depend on certain commonly held 
assumptions about the nature of personhood and its association with the right 
to life. Th us, if we find these conclusions morally repugnant, as perhaps we 
should, it shows at a minimum that these assumptions need to be rethought. 
I have great sympathy with this position. In this paper, however, I will not be 
pursing this line of reasoning. Here I only want to follow out the implications 
of these assumptions. Doing so will reveal both the nature of the pet/owner 
relationship as it is structured now and will point to what will have to be 
changed if that relationship is to be different. With this in mind, let us begin 
where there is little-to-no controversy. 

 Most of the animals we keep as pets can suffer, and that suffering can be 
brought about in multiple ways. Animals can be physically hurt or denied 
adequate food, clean water, or the shelter they need to protect themselves from 
the elements. As many authors have argued, the capacity to suffer—regardless 
of whether it resides in a human or a nonhuman animal—is worthy of our 
moral consideration. In fact, the widespread acceptance of Anti-Cruelty Leg-
islation is best explained by our having recognized that the suffering of ani-
mals matters morally. Such legislation enjoins us from causing our pets 
unnecessary pain and requires us to provide for our pets’ basic needs. 
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 Th us, our pets’ capacity to suffer seems to generate for us all sorts of obliga-
tions. Moreover, an argument can easily be made that structure of these obli-
gations parallels the structure of the obligations that we have to our children. 
Th at is—as is the case with children—taking custody of a pet elects a person 
to be the one who will ensure that the animal in question is treated in accor-
dance with the animal’s intrinsic moral properties. A dog, like a child, can 
suffer. Th us, by adopting either, we take it upon ourselves to prevent that 
suffering. 

 Even though the relationship we have to our pets seemingly has some 
important similarities to our relationship with ou children, there are also some 
important differences. Th ese differences will largely undermine the claims just 
made. Here is where we need to consider the issue of personhood and its con-
nection with the right to life  

  Personhood and the Right to Life 

 One common conception of personhood is that persons are beings with rea-
son and reflection who can consider themselves over time.9 Of course, this 
definition has been challenged, and the controversies surround not only its 
adequacy but also its application. 

 Th at said, even within animal rights literature, very few nonhuman animals 
are considered persons. Usually, only primates and cetaceans are awarded this 
distinction.10 None of the animals whom we in the West typically keep as pets 
(dogs, cats, birds, hamsters, and goldfish) are so honored. 

 Not surprisingly, the way in which we care for our pets is commensurate 
with this moral designation. Th is is true, not just when we consider the care 
given to those animals who are abused but also those animals who receive the 
best care. Th e Humane Society of America and the American Society for the 
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA) both strongly recommend that 
cats be kept indoors for the whole of their lives.11 Th ey note that cats allowed 
access to the outdoors usually have a life span of only two to three years, while 
cats kept indoors can live up to 15 years. As many of us know, a good number 
of those indoor cats desperately want out. Keeping cats indoors is in our best 
interests, for by doing so we then get to enjoy their company that much lon-
ger. Yet, our confining cats in this way is clear evidence that we do not con-
sider them capable of making rational decisions about how, and how long, 
they want to live their lives. It is evident, in other words, that we do not con-
sider cats persons. 

 Similarly, both organizations recommend (and often require of all the ani-
mals they adopt out) that dogs and cats be either spayed or neutered, arguing 
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that doing so reduces the number of unwanted litters and extends the life of 
the fixed pet. Such an argument applies equally to humans. Yet, the only time 
(if ever) we would concede that this argument would justify someone’s steril-
ization is if that someone was not considered a person. Th us, that we consider 
this argument to justify the sterilization of our pets implies that we do not 
consider our pets to be persons. 

 Now, the standard position is that only persons have a right to life.12 Th us, 
it is argued that a creature has a right to life only if the creature has an interest 
in its continued existence and that persons are the only kinds of creatures who 
have this sort of interest.13 Because persons have a sense of themselves over 
time, they can value, and hence have an interest in, their future existence. 
Because they have such an interest, denying them their future by ending their 
lives is to do them a wrong.14 

 Admittedly, this position is as controversial (if not more so) than the 
definition of personhood above. If we accept both, however, what follows is 
obvious. If our pets are not persons and if only persons have a right to life, 
then our pets have no such right. Th us, we do no wrong if for some reason we 
take the lives of our pets. Of course, how we end our pets’ lives might be con-
strained by those obligations we do have to our pets. So, for example, Helga 
has the right not to suffer. Th us, if Walter chooses to put Helga down, he must 
do so humanely. Again, this position is commensurate with our practices. In 
the United States as well as in other countries in the West, the only constraint 
placed on us with regard to ending our pets’ lives is that it must be done 
humanely.15 

 What of our children? Th e larger issue here is whether our relationship 
with our pets is akin to our relationship with our children. Given this, we 
now must consider whether our offspring have a right to life. To answer this 
question, I would need to resolve the abortion debate, which is clearly some-
thing I cannot do in the confines of this (or any) paper. But what can be said 
with a minimum of controversy is that at some point after conception, let 
us say by the age of three, children can reason and have a sense of themselves 
over time. Hence, they are then to be considered persons in possession of a 
right to life. 

 Of course, some will object here, arguing that if only persons have a right 
to life and children do not become persons until age three, then not only 
is abortion permissible but infanticide is as well. Infanticide is clearly imper-
missible, so something must be wrong with the argument above.16 In response 
to this and to preserve the right to life for our offspring, I could argue that our 
children before age three have a right to life because they are potential 
persons—and potential persons also possess a right to life. Or I could argue 
that although children before age three are not persons, at birth—for the good 
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of their parents and their society17—they are to be treated as if they have a 
right to life. 

 What is worth noting about both these arguments is that neither is appli-
cable to those animals we keep as pets. Fluffy is not a potential person who—
with the right training and catnip—will actualize that potential. Th e good of 
society is often invoked to justify our euthanizing unwanted cats and dogs. 
Th us, either at conception or sometime after, our offspring acquire a right to 
life; however, the very arguments that fund this right for our children are not 
applicable to our pets. Our pets are neither persons nor potential persons, and 
the preservation of their lives is not, as we understand it now, necessary to 
promote the good of the community. Th us, our pets are importantly different 
from our children. Our pets do not, and will not, have a right to life—while 
our children do, or at least will, have this right.18 

 Given the above conception of personhood and its relationship with the 
right to life, whatever obligations we have to our pets do not include the obli-
gation to protect or preserve our pets’ lives. We have instead the power to take 
our pets’ lives. But this sort of power to take another being’s life is definitive of 
the master/slave relationship. In Locke (1690/1986), for example, to have a 
slave is to have “absolute, arbitrary, despotical power” over another, and such 
a power is marked by the power “to kill him at any time” (p. 18). Of course, 
in so far as we consider our children persons, this power to take life is exactly 
that power we do not have over our children. On this point, Locke concurs. 
“[A parent’s] command over his children is but temporary, and reaches not 
their life or property” (p. 38). Th us, that our pets do not have a right to life 
precludes us from considering them our children and compels us instead to 
think of them as our slaves. 

 Of course, the kind of slavery at issue here might be benign. Th at is, just as 
we must treat our pets in accordance with their intrinsic properties when we 
choose to take their lives, we are similarly obligated when we choose to pre-
serve their lives. Helga’s right not to be harmed obligates Walter to treat her 
humanely. If he chooses to take her life, he must do so in such a way that 
minimizes her pain; if he chooses to preserve her life, he must feed, shelter, 
and care for Helga. Th us, it may seem as if we do have duties to our pets, even 
if they do not have a right to life. For this reason, the power an owner has over 
a pet might not seem absolute, arbitrary, and despotic, thereby challenging the 
description of the pet/owner relationship as one of slavery. Th is is wrong. 

 As long as we accept the position that our pets lack a right to life, owners 
can kill their pets at any time for any reason and thereby avoid almost all the 
duties associated with having a pet.19 Walter does not have to feed or exercise 
Helga. He does not have to take her to the veterinarian. He can choose to do 
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otherwise and—by killing Helga—avoid all these obligations. He can avoid 
these duties at no real loss. Other duties—for example, contractual duties—
can be avoided, but doing so involves incurring a penalty. Th at penalty is sup-
posed to be commensurate with the harm associated with the failure to perform 
the contracted duty. No penalty is incurred by Walter here, however, except 
the loss of his pet, and it would be hard to see this loss as appropriately com-
mensurate. Th us, that owners can take their pets’ lives at any time for any 
reason undermines the status of these duties as duties—hence preserving the 
analysis of this relationship as one between master and slave.20 

 An alternative tack could be taken, though, to undermine this analysis. It 
could be argued that I have not fully captured the nature of slavery. More 
specifically, it could be argued that one person is enslaved by another only if 
the second person has powers that person should not have over the first. Th e 
Africans who were brought to the United States of America were persons and 
had a right to life and liberty. White Southerners violated these rights by keep-
ing these people in bondage before and during the Civil War. Th ese violations 
were what constituted these relationships as relationships of master to slave. If, 
however, animals are not persons and hence have no right to life and if, as well, 
we are able to treat our pets in accordance with the rights they do have, no 
such similar violation is occurring here. We do no wrong when we keep ani-
mals as pets or even take their lives; hence the relationship we have with our 
pets should not be characterized in terms of master and slave. 

 Th ere are two responses to this line of argument. First, even if we assume 
that this argument is right, it has merely given us reason not to think of our 
pets as our slaves. It has not given us reason to think of our pets as our chil-
dren. Th us, on this line of argument, neither I nor Burgess-Jackson (1998) is 
correct. Th e pet/owner relationship is neither kin to the parent/child relation-
ship nor kin to the master/slave relationship. Instead, it stands on its own, 
reducible to no other kind of relationship. However, it is worth noting here 
that our rejecting the slave/master analysis comes at the price of our accept-
ing all the controversial claims made above. Our pets are not persons. Th ey 
have no right to life. Th us, we do no wrong in taking their lives. Moreover, as 
long as we treat them in accordance with those intrinsic properties they do 
possess, we do no wrong when we choose to preserve their lives and keep them 
as pets.21 

 Th e second response to the above argument challenges just these claims. 
People’s relationships with their pets vary greatly. Even as we acknowledge 
this, we have to also acknowledge the standard practices within our communi-
ties and what those practices imply. Standard practice throughout the West, as 
I have argued, is that we are to sterilize and confine our pets and we are to end 
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our pets’ lives if and when we determine that their lives are not to continue. 
Th ese practices are commensurate with our denying our pets the status of 
person and our abiding by the principle that only persons have a right to life. 
However, there is good reason to think it is here that we have gone wrong. 

 Maybe we have been wrong to deny the status of personhood to our pets. 
Maybe more animals than chimpanzees and dolphins can reason and reflect. 
Alternatively, maybe personhood is not required to have a right to life. Maybe 
a right to life is had by creatures—even though they cannot conceive of them-
selves over time. I cannot pursue these suggestions here for want of space. If 
they are successfully pursued, however, and it is established either that our pets 
are persons or that they possess a right to life despite their not being persons, 
then the standard practices that define our relationships with our pets will 
have to be rethought. Without doubt, some of these practices (including pos-
sibly the practice of owning animals as pets) will be deemed unjust. Specifically, 
if our pets have a right to life, then the power we have exercised to end our 
pets’ lives for any trivial reason will have to be condemned. Moreover, in line 
with the argument just offered, the injustice of this practice will reinforce my 
position that our current relationship with our pets is akin to the master/slave 
relationship.  

  Conclusion 

 Th us, if we think either that our pets are persons or that they possess a right to 
life, our practices that deny these animals this right and status should be 
deemed unjust. Hence, we will have to consider our current relationship with 
our pets in terms of a master/slave relationship. Alternatively, if we reject both 
these claims, these current practices should not be condemned. If a relation-
ship of slavery necessarily involves the unjust exercise of power over another, 
it will seemingly be wrong to think of our pets as slaves. However, we do not 
therefore have reason to think of our pets as our children. For we still have a 
kind of power over our pets’ lives that we do not have over our children’s. Our 
pets will never have a right to life while our children will, or do, have this 
right. Because our pets do not have a right to life, there is never a time when 
we cannot prioritize our trivial interests over their fundamental interests. Con-
versely, our children’s interests at some point are on par with, or maybe even 
take priority over, our own. 

 Th is point should not be undersold. Let us for a moment go beyond this 
discussion of personhood and the right to life and consider more of the prac-
tices that define our relationship with our pets. Let us say I get a new couch. 
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To keep it in pristine condition, I could ban my cat from the house. I could 
neuter a cat who was spaying. I could declaw a cat who was scratching. I 
could, instead, find the cat a new home. If all else fails or if I cannot be both-
ered with the complications of these options, I can just have my cat put down. 
I am not here condoning these options. My community does, however; by 
setting these options before me; my community allows me to prioritize my 
couch above virtually every interest my cat has. Parents would be roundly 
condemned if, similarly, they put the couch before their children. In support 
of this point, it is worth considering people’s attitudes toward abortion. Most 
people support a woman’s right to abort when carrying that fetus to terms 
threatens her fundamental interests, such as her health or life. Still, a good 
percentage of people condemn women who abort for matters of convenience.22 
Th is demonstrates our belief that the lives and interests of our offspring, even 
of our fetuses, should take precedence—at least over our trivial interests.23 
Clearly, however, the same belief does not apply to our pets. 

 All this points to the conclusion that the relationship we now have with our 
pets should not be conceived of in terms of the parent/child relationship. 
Although again some might want to preclude me from concluding that this 
relationship is that of master to slave , because the powers we exercise over our 
pets are not unjust, I still maintain that the master/slave relationship is most 
nearly analogous to the pet/owner relationship. We can take their lives for any 
reason we want. Our trivial interests take precedence over all their interests—
except, perhaps, their interests in a good death. Even if we assume that these 
powers are not unjust (and this is a big assumption), what relationship other 
than the master/slave relationship better captures these facts about our rela-
tionship with our pets?24 

 As I have acknowledged, this conclusion will make some uncomfortable, 
and they might wonder if there is not some other model that might better 
characterize our relationship with our pets. Might our pets instead be our 
friends or the benefactors of an implicit contract we make with them to care 
for their needs? Each of these alternatives, though, suffers from numerous and 
obvious mortal flaws. We have already considered in brief one of the problems 
with the contractual model. Nothing about such a contract is binding on the 
owner of the animal in question. Again all the duties associated with this con-
tract can be avoided (without incurring any real penalties) by taking the life of 
that pet. For this reason, it would be wrong to define our relationship with our 
pets as one in which we are contractually obligated to them.25 

 Next, consider the alternative of characterizing our pets as our friends.26 
Most accounts of friendship include the notion that friendship is a relation-
ship between equals.27 If this is the case, however, we surely cannot be friends 
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with our pets. A relationship in which it is always permissible for one party to 
take the life of the other party is not a relationship of equals. Th us, both these 
alternatives fail, and we are left with the notion that pets are most nearly 
analogous to slaves.28 Again, as I have argued, the only way to challenge this 
conclusion will be to challenge the assumption that our pets are not persons 
and hence do not have a right to life. 

 With all this in mind, what then were the obligations of the American Gulf 
Coast residents to their pets? Th is is hard to say. Many residents left their pets 
in peril because they did not know how severe this storm would be; others left 
their pets because they had no other options. Th at said, on my analysis it fol-
lows that those who own pets in areas prone to natural disasters have the 
responsibility either to provide care for their pets in the face of such dangers 
or to assure their pets a good death. Failure to do so is failure to fulfill the very 
minimal obligations owners have to their pets. Moreover, given that some 
owners will choose to preserve their pets’ lives, the state might have an interest 
in providing for the care of these pets. Doing so would be one way a state 
could assure the safety of its citizenry.29, 30  
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Notes

1.  Th e American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals estimates that 217,228 
dogs and 247,191 cats were affected by Hurricane Katrina. www.aspca.org 

2.  Like Burgess-Jackson (1998), I will use “animals” to refer to those “animals other than 
humans” and “humans” to refer to human animals. (Burgess-Jackson, 1998 fn. 3). 

3.  Burgess-Jackson (1998) defines the act of taking custody of a child as that act that obligates 
a parent to a child. By so locating this responsibility, Burgess-Jackson (as he notes) can account 
for our obligations to those children we adopt as well as those children who are biologically 
related to us. 

4.  Which animals we would be so obligated to depends, of course, on the intrinsic properties 
that are morally relevant. Th ose properties that have been identified as conferring moral worth 
on a creature include the ability to use language (Frey, 1979), sentience (Singer, 1975, and 
Regan, 1983) and the property of being alive (Taylor, 1981). 

5.  I am not presupposing a rich notion of ‘rights’ here. In what follows, a right just is either a 
positive or negative duty others owe to the right holder. 

6.  Rachels (1989) argues for a similar position.  
7.  Say our pets do possess certain intrinsic properties that fix their moral status prior to our 

adopting them. Th en, the problem Burgess-Jackson (1998) avoids above arises again. What are 
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our moral obligations to those animals who possess these same properties but who we do not 
adopt as pets? 

 8.  Note that this is the same conclusion we reached in regard to the orphan above.  
 9.  Tooley (1972), Singer (1994), and Locke (1690/1986). 
10.  Cavalieri and Singer (1993), DeGrazia (1996), and Midgley (2003). 
11.  I recognize that such practices are not universal. For example, animal welfare groups in 

the United Kingdom, such as the Feline Advisory Board (http://www.fabcats.org/inorout.html), 
recommend that cats be allowed to roam free or at least that the benefits to the cat’s safety must 
be weighed against the costs. Th e FAB argues that “[c]ats in the USA [which are more commonly 
indoor-only] have a much higher incidence of anxiety-related problems such as urine marking 
than cats in the UK.” Moreover, indoor cats are said to have a higher incidence of obesity and 
“become unable to cope with novelty.” However, even though there are not universal practices 
when it comes to the confinement of cats, my point still holds. None of the FAB’s arguments for 
free-range cats indicates respect for cats as persons. Rather, each of them is directed either at 
improving the health of the pet or at avoiding behavioral problems, such as destroying or wetting 
furniture. 

12.  “If we want to put this in the language of rights, then it is reasonable to say that only a 
person has a right to life.” (Singer, 1994, p. 198). 

13.  Note that given the definition of personhood above not all persons are humans and not 
all humans are persons. 

14.  Tooley (1972), Singer (1994). 
15.  One third of the dogs in the United States end their lives at animal shelters. Th is statistic 

does not include the number of dogs who are euthanized at the vet. Serpell (1986, p. 15) 
16.  Schwarz (1990).  
17.  Noonan (1970), Singer (1994), and Warren (1984). It is worth noting here that neither 

of these arguments challenges the above conception of personhood. Rather they challenge the 
position that only persons have a right to life. 

18.  It is worth noting here that there are some who argue that a woman can abort even if her 
fetus is considered a person. But those who offer this argument still hold that such a woman does 
not have a right to take her fetus’s life: she just is not obligated to let her fetus use her body to 
sustain its life. Th us, if a woman can end her pregnancy without killing her fetus, she ought to 
do so. See Th omson (1971). 

19.  Th e only obligation we have to our pets that we may not be able to avoid is the obligation 
to provide our pets with a painless death. 

20.  Interestingly, on a Lockean conception of the master/slave relationship, a master might 
owe more to his pet than the human he keeps in bondage. For Locke (1690/1986) the master 
can treat his human slave as poorly as he wants, for that human can choose to avoid the misery 
inflected on him and end his servitude by inviting his death at the hands of his master. But a pet 
lacks the necessary autonomy to make this sort of choice. Our pets cannot choose their own 
deaths. As a consequence, they are subject to their master’s treatment of them in a way an 
autonomous human is not. Now, if having the ability to choose one’s death is what licenses the 
slave owner to treat his human slave in any way he wants and yet his pet lacks this ability, it 
would therefore follow that a master cannot treat his pet in any way he wants. Th ere are limits 
he must abide by here. Of course, these limits do not prevent the master from taking the pet’s 
life and, again, this fact alone preserves the relationship here as a master/slave relationship. 

21.  Note that I have not established that we can treat our pets in accord with their intrinsic 
moral properties. To do so, I would need to consider all the relevant properties they possess 
which I haven’t done. But it is worth making a few comments on this point. Th ere is no doubt 
that we can treat our pets in accord with their right not to be harmed. And if they have a right 
to life, we could honor it as well. But issues arise when we consider personhood, especially as it 
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relates to autonomy. Are our pets autonomous in any morally relevant sense? If they are, can I 
keep them as pets and yet respect their autonomy? My cat and my dog both indicate to me at 
various points in the day that they would like to be let outside. I do let my cat out when asked 
but not my dog (unless I can accompany him.) I think I am acting as a good pet owner here. But 
if my cat is autonomous, so is my dog. Th us, by failing to let both out when they want, I might 
have failed to treat my dog in accord with his morally relevant properties. If this is so, then my 
keeping a dog as a pet might be incompatible with my treating such an animal in accord with its 
morally relevant properties. And thus my owing this dog might be condemnable. I admit, 
though, that I do not know if or to what extent our pets are autonomous. Th us I have no firm 
stance on whether pet ownership is morally acceptable.  

22.  For an illuminating discussion of the argument against abortions for convenience see 
Purdy, (1996). 

23.  Some might wonder if our children do not become persons until the age of three, should 
our relationship with them also be considered most nearly analogous to the master/slave rela-
tionship. Here I want to say that our belief that at times our offspring’s lives and interests (even 
the lives and interests of our fetuses) takes precedence over some of our interests points us away 
from this analogy. Th e master always comes before the slave. But a parent doesn’t always come 
first with their offspring. 

24.  Our duties to our children also include a duty to foster their talents and abilities. But 
there is nothing wrong with my adopting an Australian shepherd and not just failing to facilitate 
but positively preventing its developing its herding abilities. In fact, I am only compelled to 
develop these abilities if doing so is compatible with my own goals. Th us, here again we see how 
the owner’s interests takes precedence other the pets, which makes this relationship one which is 
more in line with the master/slave relationship than the parent/child relationship.  

25.  For a fuller discussion of the position that our relationship with animals should be con-
ceived of in terms of a social contract see Rollin (1983) and Pateman (1996).  

26.  “Th e fidelity of a dog is a precious gift demanding no less binding moral responsibilities 
than the friendship of a human being.” (Lorenz, 2003, p. 501). 

27.  “Th e relation of friendship is a relation of equality.” (Kant ,1963, p. 204). 
28.  One of the other philosophers who has considered (in brief ) our obligations to our pets 

is DeGrazia (1996). He argues that we must provide for the basic needs of our pets and ensure 
that they have lives commensurate with the lives they would have had if they were not our 
pet. And he argues that while our pets do not have a right to life, we should not take their 
lives, unnecessarily. Now, he does not specify the conditions under which a person can take her 
pet’s life, saying instead that it depends on that person’s value theory. But in conceding that our 
pets do not have an absolute right to life and that we can at times justifiably take their lives, 
DeGrazia must reject Burgess-Jackson’s (1998) claim that our pets are like our children and 
he must agree with my position that that our pets are more like our slaves. (See DeGrazia, 
pp.264-268, 274, 275). 

29.  In the Fall of 2006, President Bush signed into law the PETS Act, S 2548 and H. R. 
3858, which requires local and state agencies to take pets into consideration when devising their 
disaster plans. 
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