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What do a cat in the UK Prime Minister’s Cabinet, honeybees who forage, horses who drive a 

carriage, beavers who build a dam and dogs who detect explosives have in common?1 At first 

glance, not much, if you judge by their species. But take a closer look and you will see that they 

work, whether for the well-being and subsistence of their own communities or towards the 

health, wealth and welfare of the multispecies society through the production of goods or the 

provision of services.2 While some countries in the world provide minimal labour protection 

standards for some working animals in their animal welfare legislation to prevent and punish 

acts of cruelty in the work demanded of animals - especially with regards to species such as 

horses and dogs - such protection is woefully inadequate.3 There is a need to better protect 

working animals from a labour-based approach, beyond their conception as commodities or 

labour resources in the laws regulating their ‘use’ by humans, as animals are sentient, 

conscious, intelligent and social beings with species-specific and individual needs and 

preferences.4 Working animals, even where they are socially acknowledged as such, do not 

 
1 Larry the cat is Downing Street’s “chief-mouser” and has recently celebrated 10 years of serving the UK Prime 

Minister’s Cabinet, holding the “rat-catching portfolio”. The Guardian. Larry, the No 10 cat, celebrates 10 years 

on the seat of power (13 February 2021)  
2 Coulter, K. (2016) Beyond Human to Humane: A Multispecies Analysis of Care Work, its Repression, and its 

Potential. Studies in Social Justice 10(2); Coulter, K. The Conversation. How the hard work of animals benefits 

us too. (4 May 2018) 
3 For instance, in Argentina’s Anti-Animal Cruelty Law at article 2 (translated from Spanish): “The following 

shall be considered acts of mistreatment: 1° Not feeding domestic or captive animals in sufficient quantity and 

quality. 2° Encouraging them to work by means of instruments which, not being for simple stimulation, cause 

them unnecessary punishment or painful sensations. 3° Making them work excessive hours without providing 

them with adequate rest, according to the climatic seasons. 4° Employing them at work when they are not in 

adequate physical condition. 5° Stimulating them with drugs without pursuing therapeutic purposes. 6° Using 

animals to pull vehicles that are notoriously beyond their strength.” Ley Nº 14.346 de protección a los animales, 

Argentina, 1954; Under French law, the work of equine athletes is regulated under article A322-128 of the French 

Sports Code: “An equine animal must not be required to perform work for which she is neither fit nor prepared, 

which  could  endanger her health and the rider's safety.”; Article A322-139 could be read as protecting the health 

of equine workers: “Worn, sick or injured animals, as well as mares in advanced  pregnancy, shall not be used”; 

while article A322-140 specifically refers to “workings hours” for equines. This remains very embryonic and 

insufficient to discuss standards governing all aspects of equine work, let alone other species of working animals 

and other areas of animal labour. For an overview of the standards governing the work of dogs in France, see: 

Desvallon, M-B., Bourdin, L., de Granvilliers, B. (2020) Chiens de travail: Manuel juridique sur les chiens de 

sécurité, de sauvetage et d’assistance. Independently published 
4 As recgonized in Article 13 of the TFEU and in a growing number of countries in the recent years, as animals 

are not things. Consolidated Version of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, OJ C 202, 7.6.2016, 

p. 54. In France, since Law n°2015-177 of 16 February 2015, Article L515-14 of the French Civil Code states that 

(translated from French): “Animals are living beings endowed with sensibility. Unless otherwise provided by the 

laws protecting them, animals are subject to the regime of property.”; Considering the political implications of 

animal sentience and the need to recognize non-human animals as “workers”, see: Cochrane, A. (2018) Sentientist 

Politics: A Theory of Global Inter-Species Justice. OUP; Declaring that “humans are not unique in possessing the 

neurological substrates that generate consciousness”, see: The Cambridge Declaration on Consciousness, 

proclaimed in Cambridge, UK, on July 7, 2012; On the intelligence of non-human animals, see: Christen, Y. 

(2020) Aux yeux de la science: l’animal, une personne comme une autre? In C. Regad, C. Riot (Ed.). La 

Personnalité Juridique de l’Animal. Les Animaux liés à un Fonds. LexisNexis, pp. 27-40; Christen, Y. (2009) 

L’animal est-il une personne? Flammarion; de La Bigne, Y. (2018) Les secrets de l’intelligence animale. 

Larousse ; de Waal, F. (2018) Sommes-nous trop “bêtes” pour comprendre l’intelligence des animaux? Babel; 

Mouthon, G. (2020) L’intelligence des animaux liés à un fonds. Ce que la science a découvert et ses incidences 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/feb/13/larry-the-no-10-cat-celebrates-10-years-on-the-seat-of-power
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/feb/13/larry-the-no-10-cat-celebrates-10-years-on-the-seat-of-power
https://theconversation.com/how-the-hard-work-of-wild-animals-benefits-us-too-96084
https://theconversation.com/how-the-hard-work-of-wild-animals-benefits-us-too-96084


enjoy any status as legal persons anywhere on the planet, nor do they have any labour rights.5 

As this becomes one of the key social justice issues of our time, many questions arise: how 

should protection be given? To which animals? And on what basis? This working paper 

outlines some of these issues, which will form the basis of one of our Think Tank Programme’s 

workstreams. 

 

It is essential to overcome the idea that the concept of work is only relevant to humans, 

and that they are the only species that deserves and needs protection in connection with all 

aspects of work. Animal labour has been relatively ignored by public policies and is largely 

absent from labour and animal welfare laws so far, yet it raises many important questions for 

the future of human-animal relations. Difficult as they may be, they call on philosophers, 

lawyers, researchers, scientists, animal advocates, politicians, institutions, and governments 

to take a close look at them in order to come up with answers that are sustainable for the 

planet, humans and other animals, but also, and most importantly, good for both the animals 

who are employed by humans for many day-to-day activities as much in the Global North as 

in the Global South, and for the animals who provide essential ecosystem services to the global 

living community.6 Answering these questions also requires a lot of humility, integrity and 

serious consideration for the interests of the animals themselves in relation to the work they 

are demanded to perform, or even forced to perform, thus to move away from a predominantly 

anthropocentric approach. Herein lies the challenge of addressing animal labour: to find out 

whether animals like to work, to combat multidimensional abuses, and above all to protect 

them from forced labour and exploitation which are common practice for many animals. Not 

all work is good for the animals, being neither necessarily voluntary nor a source of 

development for the animals themselves, despite what it may bring to human communities.7 

It is time to consider working animals in the social, political and legal spheres as non-human 

workers with prerogatives arising from their status as living beings placed in a special 

configuration: work, an area that is largely regulated as far as humans are concerned.   

 

 
en justice internationale. In C. Regad, C. Riot (Ed.). La Personnalité Juridique de l’Animal. Les Animaux liés à 

un Fonds.LexisNexis, pp. 41-57 
5 Shaw, R. (2018) A case for recognizing the rights of animals as workers. Journal of Animal Ethics 8, pp. 192-

208. Labour-related rights for animals have been proposed notably by Blattner, Cochrane and Coulter. Blattner, 

C. E. (2020) Animal Labour: Toward a Prohibition of Forced Labour and a Right to Freely Choose One’s Work. 

In C. E. Blattner, K. Coulter, W. Kymlicka (Ed.) Animal Labour: A New Frontier of Interspecies Justice? OUP; 

Cochrane, A. (2016) Labour Rights for Animals. In R. Garner, S. O’Sullivan (Ed.). The Political Turn in Animal 

Ethics. Rowman and Littlefied; Coulter, K. (2020) Towards Humane Jobs and Work-Lives for Animals. In C. E. 

Blattner, K. Coulter, W. Kymlicka (Ed.) Animal Labour: A new frontier of interspecies justice? OUP 
6 Blattner, C. E. (2020) Animal Labor, Ecosystem Services. Animal & Natural Resource Law Review, vol. XVI, 

pp. 1-39; Coulter, K. The Conversation. How the hard work of animals benefits us too. (4 May 2018) 
7 Cochrane, A. (2020) Good Work for Animals. In C. E. Blattner, K. Coulter, W. Kymlicka (Ed.) Animal Labour: 

A New Frontier of Interspecies Justice? OUP 

https://theconversation.com/how-the-hard-work-of-wild-animals-benefits-us-too-96084


For my part, I like to work, and since my work is carried out in the field of a cause for 

which I am passionate and for which I seem to have skills that I like to further cultivate, it is 

for me a source of self-realisation. This makes me a privileged woman. But I could not say the 

same for all my fellow humans and draw general conclusions from my case: many humans 

have to work for a living, without it being a source of flourishing or that, at the very least, this 

work is carried out in good and safe conditions and provides the fundamental means to live a 

good life. Decent work for all has been set as a global objective for the 21st century; yet modern 

slavery, forced labour, and the many abuses taking place in the workplace are still realities that 

taint both human and animal work.8 In addition, animals remain excluded from this objective, 

although it becomes difficult to deny that they contribute to the maintenance and development 

of the multi-species society through their work. Drawing general conclusions about the 

welfare, consent and work satisfaction of all working animals is thus even more difficult, 

especially as their traditionally inferior place to humans in the multi-species society means 

that they are in fact the most vulnerable workers. Even with the appropriate legislation, they 

would certainly remain the most difficult to protect because of many of the assumptions we 

tend to make about them. Just as I am passionate about my work, certainly suitable and 

appreciable occupations already exist though, while others could be rethought or created to 

offer animals jobs that are a source of flourishing. However, we can confidently assume that 

the vast majority of them are currently exploited in production systems and laboratories, 

despite attempts to make us believe that this is their role in society, what they are made for, 

that they even enjoy and are thankful for what is done to them, and that it could not be 

otherwise as this would be “natural”.9 Nothing is natural in our current treatment of animals, 

and the only thing that is certain is our close and historical relationship with domesticated 

animals, to whom we certainly owe much more than the current scheme we offer to value their 

enormous contribution to civilisation on a global scale. Wild animals work, too, and enjoy 

more freedom in wild animal societies where the labour they perform is not imposed nor 

supervised by humans. Yet they find their way of life, habitats and very existence threatened 

by the impact of human activities, particularly the threat of climate change, deforestation, or 

human-induced disasters, just as they are vulnerable to natural disasters.  

 

 
8 As outlined in Goal 8. UN General Assembly. Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development, 21 October 2015, A/RES/70/1 
9 Wadiwel, D. J. (2020) The Working Day: Animals, Capitalism, and Surplus Time. In C. E. Blattner, K. Coulter, 

W. Kymlicka (Ed.) Animal Labour: A New Frontier of Interspecies Justice? OUP; Porcher, J. (2002) Éleveurs et 

animaux, réinventer le lien. PUF; Porcher, J. (2011) Vivre avec les animaux, une utopie pour le XXIe siècle. La 

Découverte; Bachour, O. (2020) Alienation and Animal Labour. In C. E. Blattner, K. Coulter, W. Kymlicka (Ed.) 

Animal Labour: A New Frontier of Interspecies Justice? OUP; Delon, N. (2020) The Meaning of Animal Labour. 

In C. E. Blattner, K. Coulter, W. Kymlicka (Ed.) Animal Labour. A new frontier of interspecies justice? OUP; 

Eisen, J. (2020) Down on the Farm: Status, Exploitation, and Agricultural Exceptionalism. In C. E. Blattner, K. 

Coulter, W. Kymlicka (Ed.) Animal Labour. A new frontier of interspecies justice? OUP 



Ultimately, in the midst of all these issues, we face a major question about animal 

labour in the multi-species society: where do we draw the line of what is acceptable? What 

considerations should be taken into account, and is avoiding animal suffering under the 

animal welfare framework sufficient? Could we go further, if we take the interests of animals 

as persons, albeit non-human, seriously? Despite the fact that there are arguments for the 

recognition of working animals as non-human workers entitled to labour rights, there is 

currently no proposal for a global regulation addressing the legal status, working and living 

conditions, and labour rights of non-human workers. Rethinking the nature and quality of our 

relationships with animals in the 21st century, and the reciprocity of these relationships (i.e. 

what do the animals have to gain in return?), animal labour may be the scene of a major 

transformation in the status and rights of animals, providing a window of opportunity to 

change the legal classification and the social and political place of both domestic animals 

working in the multi-species society and wild animals on their territories. Labour is a fertile 

site for the advancement of animal rights through the development of animal labour law, but 

also for more robust protection of nature and its inhabitants, where essential services to the 

survival of life on Earth are provided by wild animals. Animal labour is also the place to 

overcome the traditional divide between animal welfare and animal rights and has the 

potential to move animals from an instrumental perspective to their legal consideration as 

non-human natural persons in an interspecies solidarity and interspecies justice framework.10  

International and national labour laws must now begin to include a class of workers that has 

been made invisible: the animal proletariat, as animal labour becomes a critical social justice 

issue.11  

 

Leading academics and experts in the field are looking at the concept of animal labour 

from a broad range of perspectives: anthropological, cultural, geographical, historical, legal, 

philosophical, political, social, sociological, etc. and its multidimensional implications.12 In a 

recent and growing body of literature, working animals are increasingly being positioned as 

non-human workers, prospective subjects of rights, especially labour rights. Simultaneously, 

key organisations carry out research, advocacy, education and, above all, field work that is 

crucial for the animal workers on a daily basis and the human-animal communities they 

 
10 Kymlicka, W. (2017) Social membership: Animal law beyond the Property/Personhood Impasse. Dalhousie 

Law Journal 40(1), pp. 123-155; On interspecies solidarity and interspecies justice: Coulter, K. (2016) Animals, 

Work and the Promise of Interspecies Solidarity. Palgrave Macmillan; Blattner, C. E., Coulter, K, Kymlicka, W. 

(2020) Animal Labour: A New Frontier of Interspecies Justice? OUP 
11 Hribal, J. (2012) Animals are Part of the Working Class Reviewed. Borderlands 11(2); Hribal, J. (2003) Animals 

are Part of the Working Class: A challenge to Labor History. Labor History 44(4); Baratay, E. (2008) Bêtes de 

Somme: Des Animaux au Service des Hommes. La Martinière/Seuil 
12 See the bibliography on animal labour available on our programme page for an overview of the works of leading 

authors such as Bachour, Baratay, Blattner, Cochrane, Coulter, Delon, Donaldson, Eisen, Hribal, Kymlicka, 

Mouret, Porcher, Rocha, Shaw, Wadiwel. 

http://thinktank.grn.global/animals-biodiversity/resources/recommended-readings/may-animal-labour/


inhabit, especially in the Global South. Brooke, SPANA, The Donkey Sanctuary and World 

Horse Welfare to name but a few are concerned mostly with a prominent category of animal 

workers: equids.13 At the international and institutional level, it is to be hoped that the 

International Labour Organisation, whose aim is the promotion of decent work for all, will 

finally include the most vulnerable and unprotected class of workers in the world: animals, in 

close connection with the more general mandate of the United Nations, which establishes this 

objective of decent work for all by 2030 under Goal 8.14 To drive such engagement and 

promote the recognition of animal labour in society and better protection of the welfare of 

working animals in the short term, and secure their sustainable status and rights as non-

human workers in the long term, the Global Research Network's Think Tank on Animals and 

Biodiversity programme is currently focusing on drafting an International Statement for the 

Recognition of Animal Labour®, working closely with international experts and elders 

gathered together in a diverse working group, and relying on key partnerships that the 

programme is continually striving to develop, with a particular focus on reaching out to the 

Global South.15 

 

 

 

 

 

 
13 Brooke: https://www.thebrooke.org/; SPANA: https://spana.org/; The Donkey Sanctuary: 

https://www.thedonkeysanctuary.org.uk/; World Horse Welfare: https://www.worldhorsewelfare.org/. To access 

key reports and learn more about the work of these key organisations, see our bibliography on animal labour. 
14 ILO: https://www.ilo.org/global/lang--en/index.htm; UN General Assembly, Transforming our world: the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development, 21 October 2015, A/RES/70/1 
15 Our partners are visible on this page: http://thinktank.grn.global/animals-biodiversity/partnerships/. We 

welcome partnerships with organisations that share our values and work to positively impact animal policies. 

https://www.thebrooke.org/
https://spana.org/
https://www.thedonkeysanctuary.org.uk/
https://www.worldhorsewelfare.org/
http://thinktank.grn.global/animals-biodiversity/resources/recommended-readings/may-animal-labour/
https://www.ilo.org/global/lang--en/index.htm
http://thinktank.grn.global/animals-biodiversity/partnerships/

