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OBEDIENT DISOBEDIENCE  

– IMPRISONMENT AS THE OPPOSITE OF ANIMAL LIBERATION   

Introduction 

Freedom from imprisonment can naturally be considered a central part of animal liberation, 

since imprisonment is, in a very literal and concrete sense, the opposite of freedom. If 

liberation and imprisonment are seen as processes, then they appear to be working in opposite 

directions. On the face of it, it therefore seems that anyone - nonhuman or not - interested in 

animal liberation, has strong reasons to do what they can to resist processes of imprisonment. 

Nevertheless, there are animal advocates who, as part of their struggle for the freedom of 

other animals, choose to report themselves to the police after breaking the law (Tomma Burar, 

2017).  

   The research question of this paper is: What effects does the strategy of civil disobedience 

carried out by animal advocates (including reporting oneself to the police, and wilfully get 

imprisoned) have on the struggle for animal liberation? I will here focus on a particular 

problem: When human beings willingly submit to a process of imprisonment for the explicit 

purpose of furthering animal liberation. I will argue that this is both inconsistent as an idea 

and counterproductive on the level of material reality and concrete relations of power, a 

reality and a system of relations that include all animals.  

   As a starting point, I wish to emphasise that imprisonment is a palpable reality for the 

majority of other animals that are exploited by humans. The system of this exploitation has 

been labelled ”The Animal Industrial Complex” (Noske, 1997) and has in my opinion some 

relevant similarities with the Prison Industrial Complex. Economic interests are central for the 

way both of these systems work, and they are both central parts of capitalist society. The 

Animal Industrial Complex however is not the only sphere in which other animals are being 

exploited by humans: wild animals are exploited by hunting, companion animals are exploited 

by having their lives adapted to the needs and goals of human beings, and there are many 

animals that are exploited as workers in different ways such as being used for transportation, 

retrieval or surveillance, and in addition to that, being used in armed conflicts or by the 

police. If we define freedom as not being imprisoned or chained and not being under the 

threat of aggression, no other animal in any such situation can be considered free. The 

common core of all these ways of not being free is submission. Imprisonment or murder is 

always the background against which other forms of control exist.  

   It has been claimed by many that the animal advocacy movement is too multi-faceted to be 
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viewed as one single movement (Garmendia da Trindade & Woodhall, 2016). Therefore, I 

wish to make it clear that the purpose of this paper is to discuss voluntarily imprisonment in a 

context of animal liberation. The questions discussed here could also be discussed in the 

context of animal rights advocacy, because it could be argued that the right to be free could be 

considered a basic right. That discussion would require that the relation between rights and 

freedom would be properly understood, but that is outside the scope of this paper. 

   The claim that the animal liberation movement needs to oppose the criminal justice system 

has been made already by Nocella (2015), amongst others, who argues against the criminal 

justice system from an intersectional point of view partly based on the fact that this system is 

racist and ableist, so it is a more anthropocentric way of looking at it. I want to take a look at 

this from a perspective more directly centered on the power relation between humans and 

other animals.  

The material reality of imprisonment 

The conditions for imprisoned humans and other animals are similar in many ways such as 

regulations of time and space: the material reality of humans and other animals. Prisoners, 

human and nonhuman, share similar living conditions (Return Fire, 2017).  

   The prison system depends on the influx of prisoners as its raw material. Without prisoners, 

there would not be any prisons. The development of new prison technologies also depends on 

this. In addition, this development becomes more efficient the more diverse the prison 

population is, since the control of the whole population requires the subjugation of the most 

unpredictable members, whose strategies of resistance there is not yet any technology against. 

When there are more prisoners, opportunities to come up with more ways to control them 

spring up. In general, these methods can be applied to prisoners of different species. There are 

similarities in the overall methods and tools for capturing human slaves, the architecture of 

concentration camps and how hunting and slaughterhouses function. There are also 

similarities in the way drugs are being imposed: drugs that keep other animals productive and 

submissive despite depression, stress, anxiety and inflammation (Noske, 1997). From radio 

trackers that scientists use to track the movements of wild animals to radio trackers that are 

used to track and limit the movements of human prisoners on field work or in house arrest.  

   Already by these facts, there are many ways the struggle of all these prisoners is one 

struggle. By visualizing the agents of other animals and historical revolutions and gains, we 

can understand that the struggle for the liberation of animals is carried by the other animals 

themselves. And if this is correct, we will have to adapt our struggle based on this reality and 
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discard anthropocentric ideas, ideologies and needs as animal advocates.  

   Hribal (2007) writes that ”the resistance of animals have influenced other members of 

human society – some of whom saw commonalities in their mutual struggles against such 

forms of exploitation” (Hribal, 2007 p 105). Central to understanding the intersectional 

potential for a cross species inspiration and solidarity against prisons, is to be aware of the 

agency of other animals. Part of this agency has historically consisted of different forms of 

resistance towards various oppressive institutions such as conditions of imprisonment. 

Animals have used various resistance strategies including escape (Hribal, 2010). This strategy 

is according to me one of the most central, and this conclusion can be drawn from the massive 

actions taken by the ownership class to prevent the escape of other animals. Hedges, fencing 

and walls have been restrained to prevent other animals from moving freely and thereby 

disappear beyond reach of control. Cages, boxes and grids are the material reality of the 

majority of other animals being exploited by humans. Feet have been chained, eyes damaged, 

wings and tendons cut. All to ensure that the locking of other animals can be done as 

efficiently as possible (Hribal, 2007 p 104). Much of this is rooted in the fact that animals are 

considered property. The struggle for liberation and against animals as property are therefore 

closely linked (Torres, 2007). Human prisoners are just like other animals considered property 

(Nocella, 2015), and the struggle against living things as property is therefore a struggle 

against imprisonment. 

   If different forms of resistance from exploited other animals have influenced humans, then it 

is reasonable to ask what cross species influence and inspiration could look like today. The 

following question arises: Would civil disobedient animal advocates recommend other 

animals to use tactics similar to theirs? And if so, how would it affect the struggles carried out 

by the subjects, the other animals, of the struggle for animal liberation? 

   Let's imagine that other animals would use the method of turning themselves in. What 

would this in practice mean to other animals? Probably this would mean a major problem in 

the struggle for liberation since the very essence of many other animals’ lives is to move away 

from prisons. To turn one-self in for escaping would be counterproductive as it would lead to 

further locking, which is the problem for many other animals. Since animals are property they 

will continue to be imprisoned as long as the owners are able to decide (Francione, 1996).  

   Another potentially important aspect of civil disobedience as liberation tactic is the practical 

limitations of compulsory repression. When damages and prison sentences threaten, there is a 

risk that they are seeking to minimize these by, for example, not letting out all other animals 

(Tomma burar, 2017). It´s also hard to see the road leading forward in the civil disobedient 
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practice of letting yourself get imprisoned, because it´s difficult to imagine how such a 

movement could grow from consisting of a small number of activists, to large numbers, 

simply because the movement would always face harsh repression if it were to truly challenge 

different systems of domination. Prisons are controlled by the state, and ”the most 

concentrated form of power for most of the past 10,000 years has been the state.” (Nibert, 

2003 p 10).  If this is true, then it´s reasonable to think that the state needs to be challenged. 

Since one of the foundations of the state is the criminal justice system, it would also be 

reasonable to think that opposing this system could be a powerful way of challenging the 

state.  

   From an intersectional perspective, it´s relevant to oppose the criminal justice system no 

matter if you are nonhuman or not. Unfortunately, ”…many animal advocates fail to critique 

the criminal justice system because they do not understand that this system and the oppression 

of nonhuman animals are interconnected” (Nocella, 2015 p 50).  

   The strategy that human prisoners voluntarily subject themselves to the legal system is 

therefore, on the concrete material level, and on the level of concrete power relations, 

counterproductive for the whole of the locked class. But this material reality also serves as the 

arena for a system of power relations that extend far beyond the prison walls, and by this, as 

the basis for a whole ideology, the ideology of submission, in which submission is the norm 

and anything else is considered abnormal or sick. In the next sections, I will argue that the 

strategy of voluntary arrest is a strategy of submission, which reinforces the ideology of 

submission in a way that is inconsistent with the goal of animal liberation.   

Submission as strategy  

An essential part of human domination over other animals is human expectations, fantasies 

and demands of other animals’ submission. This can be illustrated through human attitudes 

against other animals who don´t submit. Cudworth (2008) describes a meeting with a cow and 

a human:  

“Erika: What´s special about this breed? Why should farmers prefer them?  

Paul: Oh, they´re easy to handle, docile really, they don´t get the hump and decide to do their 

own thing. They also look nice, quite a nice shape, well proportioned. The colour´s attractive 

too.  

E: What do you have to do while you´re here?  

P: Make sure they look alright really. Clear up after ´em, wash´n brush´em. Make sure that 

one (he pokes `Erica´) don´t kick anyone.  
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E: I thought you said they were docile.  

P: They are normally. She´s abnormal that one-- really bad tempered.  

E: Perhaps she doesn´t like the crowds and the lights?  

P: She certainly didn´t like the lift yesterday.  

E: I don´t suppose she´s had much experience in lifts.  

P: Nah, it´s not that. She´s just a bitch, that one.” (Cudworth, 2008 p 1).   

   If another animal is being described as abnormal just based on her refusal to submit, then 

there must be an idea of submission as normal in the first place. Where does this idea come 

from? One could imagine that refusal to submit to dominance and harmful practices would be 

seen as the expected and normal thing to do. However, this is not the case. Speciesism is 

amongst other things defined as ”a belief that different species of animals are significantly 

different from one another in their capacities to feel pleasure and pain and live an autonomous 

existence, usually involving the idea that one's own species has the right to rule and use 

others.” (Spiegel, 1996 p 3). If this definition of speciesism is accurate, then it seems 

important to emphasise other animals’ capacity to live an autonomous existence, in order to 

fight speciesism. The opposite of the capacity to live an autonomous existence is to be 

dependent on others.  

   Has speciesist beliefs led humans to assume that other animals need or even desire human 

leadership? I have often sensed that humans, from dog owners to farmers to animal advocates, 

seem to think that other animals need them in different ways. This might be because of a 

lacking understanding of other animals’ agency. Lack of agency is similar to passivity, and 

passivity is similar to submission. I believe that this chain of thought, this logic, might be at 

work when it comes to human attitudes towards other animals. The logic of speciesism is 

therefore a logic of submission.  

   If the belief that other animals prefer to submit to human domination is a part of speciesist 

ideology, then we need to confront this mentality in order to challenge speciesism. If we find 

that parts of the animal advocacy movement are affected by speciesist structures in their way 

of dealing with repression, then we must question this in order to be able to confront these 

structures.  

   By voluntarily submitting to the repression of the state and by cooperating with the criminal 

justice system, in the spirit of legalist civil disobedience, groups who do this help to reinforce 

widespread beliefs that submission can be genuinely voluntary and a reasonable thing to do. It 

sends the message that prison can be alright, that it`s not the worst that could happen or 
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something that one would avoid at any cost. These widespread beliefs are at work when 

people see animal transports, and the connection is obvious, since they are also at work when 

people see human prisoners being transported. It is considered a normal thing to happen, and 

not necessarily that bad and perhaps not even bad at all for those being transported. The 

ideology of submission allows people to not question themselves too much when they come 

to think that it might be good for the race horse to be transported to the racetrack, since the 

horse needs to run and be trained by humans, or when they think that prisoners need to be in 

prison for a while to get their lives on track before they can get back into society. Seeing both 

these kinds of transports is not supposed to make us react.  

   There are many practices at work in processes like these: locking in, tying up, disciplining 

with violence, transporting and so on. The ideology of submission involves both the people 

who are directly involved in such practices, who legitimise this practice to themselves and 

others by saying that it is in fact good for those they treat like this, but it also involves people 

who know about this and accepts it, or who do not like it but do nothing to stop it. This 

ideology exists because the material infrastructure and the practice is there as a habit, and it is 

in turn used to legitimise the practice and the infrastructure. Therefore, in addition to the way 

one contributes to the material existence and technological development of prisons by freely 

agreeing to be a prisoner, one also reinforces the ideology that serves to justify practices of 

imprisonment in general, as these practices are used against animals of all species.  

   This ideology, and these practices, can be understood to be structured by what can be called 

the logic of submission, a concept introduced by Landstreicher (2005). They argue that the 

logic of submission structures the lives of humans by having us constantly adapt to the path of 

least resistance and by considering this as the normal and healthy thing to do, when it is in 

fact the opposite (Landstreicher, 2005). I would like to extend the use of this analysis by 

saying that it also lies at the heart of human fantasies about the submission of other species. It 

underlies the idea of human dominance as reasonable or even necessary, and lies behind 

judgments that there is something wrong with other animals who cannot be tamed, do not 

obey or who put up a fight against humans, as was illustrated in the quote above about the 

farm animals who were considered normal only when they were docile. This logic of 

submission as an expression of a fantasy that other animals naturally submit to humans as 

natural can be expressed in judgments such as ”horses want people to ride them”, ”cows need 

to be milked”, ”one cannot simply let an animal out of a cage”, ”animals cannot survive on 

their own” and so on. The very expectation of animal submission is in itself a big part of the 

oppression of animals (one could compare with expectations that women should be 
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submissive in relation to men) and without this expectation, a lot of oppression would appear 

as clearly illegitimate. The explanation that the oppression of animals exists due to human 

sadism does not give all answers, and in many situations in which people feel bad about the 

suffering of the animals, they can continue their oppressive and harmful practices if they can 

keep telling themselves that animals are better off living in submission. Since ”most people 

find animal suffering disturbing” (Allen et al. 2002, Plous 1993), there must be something 

else at work when humans are legitimizing human dominance over other animals. I believe 

that it is the logic of submission. 

   One could add to this that many of the ways humans oppress and harm other animals are at 

the same time ways to really make them dependent on human beings, temporarily or 

permanently. Cows are kept pregnant, which is why they need to get milk out of their bodies, 

but of course they don’t need humans to milk them as the milk is for their children. But 

humans distort even this by hormones that make the cows produce extreme amounts of milk 

per day, and so farmers will say that they really do need humans to milk them, even though 

this would not be the case without all the harmful things being done to them. Similar things 

can be said about breeding practices, animals who are kept in captivity who never learn to 

find food by themselves and so on. 

   The purpose of the prison system is not only to lock up individuals. It is also to establish 

and maintain a boundary between normal and abnormal behaviour. This idea concerns 

humans in the case of human prisoners, but for the overall way of thinking in a society, it will 

apply to all species. The idea is that all human beings and all other animals should be 

submissive, and it is only those humans who are not who will end up in prison.  But the idea 

of speciesism needs the general idea of submission, and an actual system of practices 

structured by the expectation of submission, to be at work in order to work as an ideology 

concerning the relations between humans and other animals. This brings us back to the 

strategy of letting oneself be imprisoned as a strategy for animal liberation. By allowing other 

humans to lock oneself up, one reproduces the practice and the idea that this is a normal thing 

to happen and a reasonable thing for human beings to do to others.  Furthermore, it is an act 

of submission, and reproduces the idea of submission as normal and healthy, and something 

that could actually be in one’s interest and in agreement with ones goals. It´s a submissive act, 

and submission is a central part of speciesism, it is against the interest of everyone locked up, 

including humans and other animals.  

   I want to finish this part of the paper by citing Bruce G. Friedrich, an experienced civil 

disobedience activist, who writes about his experience of turning himself in to the police after 
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having acted for the sake of animal liberation. ”...I can say with complete certainty that these 

sorts of actions do not resonate with people.” (Friedrich, 2004 p 259).  

Criminalizing the other 

”Oppression is systematic; therefore, it affects everyone in society, not just those who are 

directly targeted by a particular form of oppression.” (Nocella, 2015 p 42). 

   Animals have agency. They have the ability to long for, plan and take action against 

oppressors, and they do this.  But in the current state of the historiography of animal-studies, 

animals are not seen as agents; ”They are not active, as labourers, prisoners, or resistors.” 

(Hribal, 2007 p 102). In order to fully recognize the agency of other animals, it´s necessary to 

see them as potential victims of criminalization, of being made to look like criminals when 

humans act in a way which establishes or reinforces a dichotomy of criminal and non-

criminal. Turning oneself in and wilfully being put in prison has the effect of criminalizing 

other animals who cannot, do not want to or could ever have anything to gain from doing the 

same thing. 

   As we have considered, escaping imprisonment is central to animal liberation as a process. 

Since other animals have the status of property, this can be, from the perspective of the 

system, considered a violation of the property rights of the owner. When other animals behave 

as if they were free, for example by moving away from a situation which is harmful to them, 

this is already a crime against the property laws, and other animals who are considered as 

property are therefore criminal in the eyes of the owners whenever they are not submissive, 

whenever they act in their own interest instead of in the interest of their owner. The same goes 

for human prisoners, who are used as property of the state or of the private corporations that 

use them for labour and for getting paid by the state (Nocella, 2015). 

   Humans have established a dichotomy for animals of tame versus wild (Hribal, 2007). This 

mirrors the dichotomy for human citizens between innocent, honest and obedient on the one 

side versus guilty, criminal and outside the law on the other. Even though other animals are 

not judged in the criminal justice system, they do break rules and laws when they escape from 

prisons. In history, they have been severely punished (Hribal, 2007), and still today circus and 

zoo animals can be punished with death if they are caught after having escaped. Since the 

animals are considered as property of the zoo or circus, this means that they lose valuable 

property in killing these animals. There must therefore be a point of such punishment. This 

point is precisely to show everyone inside and outside of the zoo or circus who will become 

aware of this fact that the zoo or circus takes the ideology of submission seriously and will do 

anything to prevent animals from going wild, since in the public imagination in a society 
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structured by submission, this is the most serious offense, and this would threaten law and 

order, not just for other animals.  

   The dichotomy between these two kinds of beings, good versus bad, is reinforced when one 

allows oneself to be locked up as a prisoner, when there is the presupposition that one is not 

really criminal like other prisoners, since one wants to argue that what one has done is in fact 

good and should not be considered a crime. But instead of breaking down the categories of 

good and bad, this reinforces this dichotomy. Since the dichotomy applies to all species, 

reinforcing it for human prisoners also reinforces it for other animals. Civil disobedience 

prisoners make a point out of cooperating peacefully with the criminal justice system and 

being obedient to the terms of their imprisonment, for example by not escaping. In this sense 

they are exemplary prisoners, and this reinforces the idea that the good ones are the tame and 

obedient ones, while the bad ones are the wild ones, and these need to be put under control. 

The idea behind this is that if everyone went wild, this would be worse for everyone involved, 

since both humans and other animals need order, need to be submissive to some kind of 

authority. On another level, it also reinforces the dichotomy of good and bad as a dichotomy 

between humans, who are generally lawful and therefore can be granted some freedom and 

some rights, and beasts who are treated as if they were by their very nature criminal in the 

sense that they need to be treated as prisoners even without having committed any crime. This 

is often explained in terms of humans being rational or civilised or as being moral agents, 

where animals are instead considered irrational, born wild and in need of being tamed, and 

not capable of being moral agents, making them dangerous, criminal by nature. 

   Civil disobedience activists typically argue that it is responsible to cooperate and to accept 

one’s punishment (Tomma burar, 2017). The background idea is that it is responsible to take 

the consequences of one’s actions, but this is a very narrow way of looking at consequences. 

It does takes into account the consequences of choosing to go to prison after one single 

successful attempt of liberating animals instead of choosing to liberate animals for as many 

attempts as possible until one gets caught. But furthermore, which is the point of my 

argument here, it does not take into account the larger consequences of cooperating with the 

prison system. As I have tried to show, there are both material consequences of this, since 

prisons always make use of the prisoners they receive from the courts, and there are 

ideological consequences, in that this behaviour reinforces a dichotomy between the good, 

submissive and tame ones on the one hand and the bad and wild ones on the other.  

   The alternative I think we should go for instead of civil disobedience is to take up a position 

of resistance against all forms of imprisonment and against the ideology of submission. 
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Instead of cooperating with processes of imprisonment, we should act according to cross 

species solidarity, and also with an intersectional understanding which does not ignore what 

processes of imprisonment mean for human populations with less power. If we are to act in a 

non-speciesist and intersectional way, we should use strategies and methods that work in the 

interest of all, instead of reinforcing the idea that there are criminal others. Civil disobedience 

harms prisoners that want to resist. It also harms activists who choose to act without 

cooperating with the criminal justice system, since they are then easily understood to be a less 

reasonable alternative. A method that builds on submission to the prison system and the right 

of certain authorities to punish or let go do works along the same lines as speciesism, in 

particular in the form of carnism (Joy, 2011). Here the authority is in the form of human 

beings who consider certain species worthier of respect than others, and certain individuals - 

those who obey humans and do not resist them - as better. All cooperation with the criminal 

justice system needs therefore to stop. 

   The point I am trying to argue for can be illustrated by comparing voluntary imprisonment 

in the context of civil disobedience to the voluntary imprisonment as a subversive strategy 

where one does not obey the law or the terms of the imprisonment. The voluntary 

imprisonment I am arguing against here is the kind in which the act of doing so has no 

subversive potential in itself, but is only a means, often a symbolic means, for some further 

end. Acts of voluntary imprisonment that would have a subversive potential would include, 

for example, allowing oneself to be taken prisoner in order to organise resistance against the 

prison from within, for example by trying to organise a mass escape or setting up a 

communication central within the prison in order to organise an escape. But in this case, the 

act of voluntary imprisonment does not serve any symbolic purpose, and is instead 

comparable to, for example, taking up a job at an animal research lab in order to get access to 

keys for cages. In both cases it seems clear that there is no reason the person would obey the 

terms of their imprisonment or job contract for any longer time than the time it would take to 

organise the escape. Furthermore, the little one contributes with one’s body as a resource for 

the system is outweighed by the direct damage to the system one makes by organising the 

escape. And the extent to which one acts according to a division of subjects into wild and 

tame or guilty and innocent is outweighed by the solidarity in action which is achieved by 

helping others to escape. Therefore, these acts are not obedient and not submissive, and do not 

reinforce an ideology of submission, and do not have the overall effect of criminalizing the 

other. 
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Conclusion 

Animal liberation and imprisonment are opposite processes, and the act of being voluntarily 

imprisoned can therefore not be considered an act of animal liberation. Since imprisonment is 

the quintessence of animal exploitation in the Animal Industrial Complex, the emancipation 

from imprisonment is the quintessence of animal liberation.  

   The civil disobedient act of reporting oneself to the police as part of the struggle for animal 

liberation is inconsistent as an idea and counterproductive on the level of concrete relations of 

power as well as on the level of material reality. This is a reality that includes all living 

beings. 

   The conditions for imprisoned humans and other animals are similar – therefore the struggle 

against all sorts of prisons could and should happen in a united struggle. Animal advocates 

need to fully oppose, resist and fight the criminal justice system in order to draw on animal 

liberation. The reason for this is that other animals’ liberation cannot take place in a world 

where some animals, such as humans, are being imprisoned. 

   When human beings willingly submit to a process of imprisonment for the explicit purpose 

of furthering animal liberation, the logic of submission is being strengthened. This is 

problematic because the logic of speciesism is a logic of submission. This can be shown 

through human ways of describing other animals refusing to submit as abnormal, because it 

shows that the expectation and norm for other animals in a speciesist society is to submit to 

human domination. 

   By working together with the criminal justice system, by reporting oneself to the police and 

willingly being put in prison, civil disobedient animal advocates are helping the state out with 

criminalizing other animals as well as other prisoners. This is problematic for other animals, 

who are at risk of being criminalized as soon as their agency is getting recognized.  

   I believe that a crucial part on the path towards animal liberation is to take a stand against 

all forms of imprisonment and submission. Only by doing this can we truly challenge the 

systems of domination that characterizes life in the capitalist society of today. 
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