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Seeing the Terrain We Walk:
Features of the Contemporary Landscape of "Religiorand Animals”
by Paul Waldau
Though some have suggested that the topic of tlisne is a new emphasis in
academia, religious traditions, and general pubkareness, we do not begin this
discussion of religion and animals completely aneather, we rely heavily on much
that has already been claimed within and witholigics about the nonhuman lives
amidst which we live. This volume takes an addaicstep in a fundamental exploration
that has been an ongoing project of sensitive, essipnate humans for millennia. It is
the editors’ and contributors’ hope to engendeorags, lucid debate, and even to birth a
kind of new community, addressing the many issuistng at the intersection of, on the
one hand, concerns for and about "religion," amdthe other hand, our inevitable
interaction with the nonhuman living beings thatgemerally refer to as "animals.”

As the multiplicity of views stated in this voluntestifies, such discussion and
community will be dominated by a pronoungedralism The remarkably diverse
perspectives on honhuman lives found throughoutamkmnd’s religious traditions offer,
when collected together, an unparalleled oppomngunisee certain complex features of
the many different topics we might reasonably a@bliender the heading "religion and
animals.”

The Center of the Field—Obvious Inquiries
Newly emerged fields in academia do well to answedamental questions about the
center of the fieldndits parameters. The center of the field, so akpincludes at

least two fundamental inquiries.



(1) The first of these central inquiries is emlaablin these questionsHew have
religious traditions and their believers engagetietanimals? Have they promoted or
prevented obvious harms to the nearby biologicdiMiduals outside human
communities, or have they ignored them altogether?

Religious traditions have played an integral roléhie recurring human tendency
to evaluate the world around us. At times, somigicels have advanced and maintained
hierarchical evaluations, while others have seehdssmantled myriad forms of human
subordination of marginalized groups. Various fowh§ower-over-others” have been
exercised by elite groups of humans for their owndjit, and even a cursory review of
history reveals that it isothhumans and nonhumans who have been marginalized by
elitist groups claiming some special statisow have religious traditions handled
potential human power over nonhumans? Have afliogls utilized the
human/nonhuman hierarchy so familiar in indusizedi societies today that many
unreflectively hold it to be the order of naturefi©such a hierarchical ordering of
earth’s lives more on the order of mere customsauibl construction masquerading as
natural, even metaphysical, reality?

Religious views, or at the very least opinions sgleglsup in language derived from
religious traditions, have often been understodoketthe proximate or ultimate cause of
overtly violent acts affecting living beings, humamd nonhuman. The political, cultural,
and economic aggression known in the Christiandvasl the “Holy Crusades” were
understood quite differently in the Islamic wonldhere they were seen as a paradigmatic
form of human-on-human violence. Even more comnhan the abundant wars pitting

one human group against another have been hunatsefi eradicate nonhuman forms



of life. Philo, the first-century Jewish historiarsed the image of@ntinuouswvar with
other animals "whose hatred is directed ... towardsankind as a whole and endures ...
without bound and limit of time®" Since both common sense and the most rigorous of
empirical investigation reveal that the vast mayoof nonhuman animals dwt war
against humans, Philo’s distorting image can bé ts@oint out that one peculiar form
of human-on-nonhuman harm, indeed, violence—a f@hich has, sadly, been
institutionalized to an extraordinary degree—ocaungn authorities of any kind,
religious or not, pass along human caricaturesgmatance of nonhuman animals' actual
realities.

At the same time, religious traditions have ofteeiothe primary movers of a
compassionate engagement with other lives. Thalplitysof such an engagement has
often been thought of as an eminently religioustactugh that will sound strange to
many modern believers who are heirs to a versiaelgjion that has become virtually
autistic about nonhuman realities. Still, religesma whole has an extraordinarily
distinguished record of fostering the ethical aiedi that are the means by which humans
can and often do care about other animals.

This first of the central inquiries in the religiamd animals field is, thus, about
matters we generally call “ethical” or “moral.”

(2) The second of the central inquiries is embadiethis question-What role
have religious traditions had as mediators of vi@yaonhuman animals2ven a
cursory review of rituals, dances, myths, folktaksngs, poetry, iconography, and

canons reveals that animal images of many kinde baen and remain central features

! A well-known example of one culture’s strugglewilitism and marginalization of humans is Howard
Zinn, A People’s History of the United Staidsew York: Harper & Row, 1980).



of religious expression. Hence, the study of imagfegonhuman animals found so
broadly in religious symbolism must be an essef¢@iure of the study of religion and
animals.

Engaging this issue of images and religions’ matjarole regarding views of
nonhumans is no simple matter, however. Religicaditions include an extraordinary
variety of stories in which nonhuman animals ar@tma@ed in some way, and these have
great differences in tenor and purpose. Some aiéiymand integrating, while others
demean and distort. Some honor the value of nonhdimes as fully as others justify
human use of any nonhuman animal for any purpose.

Of great importance in the field of religion andraals, then, is that nonhuman
animals often have been "others" whose presencémyastant to religious believers.
Various nonhuman animals have signified meaningliated theologically, or provided
an important dimension within rituals. Such consikns may or may not, however,
honor those nonhuman animaigin lived realities; they may even obscure or
intentionally eclipse those realities.

Thus by virtue of an examination of these multigles played by images and
stories, we can asklave the realities of nonhuman animals, their daityualities and
“historicities,” as it were, been seen wells noted above, for those who care to see
other animals accurately, what amounts to a silotigpowerful form of violence occurs
when worldviews or belief systems promote speddions of misunderstanding and
caricature that mislead about the verifiable reibf nonhuman animals. So it is quite

natural that practitioners within this field askaagand again if religious traditions have,

2 Philo, De Praemiis et Poenisyith both Greek and English text, The Loeb Claddidarary Series, No.
341, trans. by F. H. Colson (London: Heinemann; braage, MA: Harvard University Press, 1968),
Section 85.
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in fact, passed along inadequate caricatures dfumoan others in, say, a canonical
scripture, such that a religious believer wouldrberror when relying literally on this
information?

Relatedly, in sacrificial contexts the use of arlsnpuman and nonhuman alike,
has resulted in lives being intentionally extindpgid for purposes that are not those of the
victims involved. Is the intentional, violent killg of the sacrificial victimalways and
everywhere a denial of that being’s importance? €ianh killing in a ritual or symbolic
act be an affirmation of some kind? What are tHeesand assumptions that underlie
affirmative answers to these questions about seepifif answers on these challenging
guestions are different for human sacrificial \nesithan for nonhuman victims, why is
that so?

Careful work on these basic questions about tmstnéssion of images, as well as
the inherently ethical questions raised above de¢adhe conclusion that religious
traditions have, historically, been thencipal vehicleby which the status of nonhuman
animals was evaluated by not only believers, butrtyre cultures and their institutions.
This evaluative role has been taken over in cruesphects, of course, by scientific
traditions, but the importance of religious traaiits as continuing mediators of views and
values regarding nonhuman animals remains onesahtbst obvious features of humans’
contemporary assessment of their relationshipgadbt of life on this earth.

Parameters of the Field—Corollary Questions
Arrayed around these basic inquiries at the hadatte field of religion and

animals are critically important issues that drawtlze center, but which are, in important

3 Consider this generic problem—a claim appearssargture held both revealed and infallible regragd
certain features of the life of a particular nonlamanimal, and empirical evidence can be gathdaed t
shows the claim not to be literally true (a mirtbqugh oft-cited, example of an error in fact is tiaim in
Leviticus 11:6 about hares chewing cuds).
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respects, conceptually distinct. Consider how thleiing inquiries beg questions about
the parameters of this dynamic field.

Has there been tension between, on the one hdigilpus constructions of
animals and, on the other, various admittedly seouews? For example, how do we
treat religion-based views that are relatively lessipassionate than secular engagements
with other animals that are, by consensus, seesitivd compassion-driveh&nd what
of the difference between traditional religiousimia about other animals and claims that
rely solely on fact-based perceptiongladir (that is, nonhuman animals’) realities? If a
religious view can be convincingly demonstratebéanaccurate in important respects,
how might that view be analyzed in its religiougpntance or its relevance to our ethical
abilities? Given the central role that religiousditions have had, and continue to have,
as mediators of ethics, worldviews, and in particilages of nonhuman animals and
their place in our moral schemes, these and mdrer additional questions arise when
one undertakes the study of religion and animals.

There are other kinds of problems as well. Cawgji@lis traditions, by virtue of
their sacred histories, whether oral, written at pada nonverbal art such as dance or
iconography, be said to have "seen" any nonhumemnads well, realisticallypr in ways
that empirical investigation canr®in general, what is the relationship betweeneshcr
history and the complex task of any human tryingressp another animal's actual
realities? Can religions, in fact, play a speai in helping humans engage
nonhumans?

Scholars today are beginning to unravel in grede¢ail what roles, if any,

concerns about nonhuman animals, and indeed tHaunmans themselves, have had

* Many of the most prominent animal protection adites are notably negative about religious belisfs a
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within the worldviews and lives of religious comniigns. Detailed work on such issues
produces, as so often is the case, myriad additeqprestions. Have animals' roles as
vehicles for religious significance enhanced orkee&d their status as "others" to which
religious believers and communities respond? Hagsd instances where nonhuman
animals served elevated roles ever worked to sutetelhuman interests? Have
religious institutions treated nonhuman animalgedently than have individual religious
believers? In what different ways have other liviiggngs been members of the
incredibly diverse communities that religious bedies have developed and nurtured?
Have religious concerns about nonhumans affeceedtdtus of animals generally in
nonreligious contex®

While these questions and many others raise thalplity of dramatic
differences existing among religious traditionsnoatters of humans’ interaction with the
living beings around us, questions often have pawadr beyond their answers. For
example, the very asking of these questions tedlsthe parameters of the emerging
field of religion and animals and whether past nsooeinquiry were adequate to the
simplest of tasks at the center of this field. Rert can religion and animals inquiries
yield helpful observations about the nature ofgieln? Do such questions go beyond
identification of boundaries for the study of redig and animals by revealing that
humans’ interactions with nonhumans inevitably peevnumerous fields of inquiry and
cannot, therefore, be studied in any manner otieer through a robustly interdisciplinary

approach?

factors in our views of nonhumans—see, for exanthkeworks of Peter Singer and Stephen M. Wise.
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Seeing the Pluralism

Even the most cursory investigation across raligiwaditions reveals an
astonishing array of answers to the most basictqurssabout what the relation of
humans to nonhumans has been. Some religious bedibave noticed some other
animals and taken them seriously even as othezvsel’ absolute dismissal of
nonhumans has dominated their local human commuinity

If those studying “religion and animals” see thigedsity, especially as it is
manifested variously across different traditiohsyonbols, practical engagement, and
storie§ bequeathed to us by our ancestors, the differemstes! can inform all of us
about the vast range of human possibilities regarthie nonhuman lives around us. In
fact, the plurality of views offers important opparities to probe layers within the views
each of us has inherited. In effect, awarenesleoplurality of views enables one to
carry out an archeological exploration, so to speakhe scholarly, institutional, cultural
or personal claims one has inherited. For exangaleh inquirer was born into a
particular way of talking about and treating thedlononhumans, as well as traditions of
generalization about all nonhuman life. Probing thheritance offers the possibility of
seeing its peculiar strengths and limitations. Tiglosuch efforts, we can see important
features of our own claims, as well as featurestioér, competing claims regarding

humans' place on this earth relative to the plackraalities of other living beings. This

® The term “absolute dismissal” is from the operthgpter of Mary MidgleyAnimals and Why They
Matter (Athens, Georgia: University of Georgia Press, 398#nich is an informed history and
philosophical discussion of the mainline westeritucal tradition’s engagement with nonhuman animals
® As occasionally happens with the term "myth" witds used outside religious studies contexts vibed
"story" may initially be taken by some as a derogaterm. It is employed in a positive sense headling
to mind the narratives used in human communities/tike listeners' awareness, wonder, awe, and even
participation in the subject matter of the storgr purposes of this argument, the words "story ythy
and "narrative" are interchangeable.
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same exercise of personal archeology can alsousedee our ideas about our place and
that of others in complex ecosystems and even énéh s a whole.
Walking this Terrain

Consider an everyday image—a human traveler trqugta The path is
negotiated within obvious limits—this traveler’'pbdal body, this primate’s vision-
dominated sensory abilities, the imagination osthwho madéhis path, the traveler’s
inherited story of whyhis path matters at all. When approaching our Earttiierdives,
we may take a path composed of an inherited sggrabols, practices, and stories
regarding nonhuman lives. If so, we negotiate ¢neain before us with important
constraints and limitations—we might well have intesl an entirely different set of
symbols, practices and stories. Crucially, eacbqrés particular heritage of ideas—
whatever it is—is no less constraining than thel@lw limits conferred on each of us by
our limited sensory abilities. Just as we can’trtieanpback whales’ ever-changing
communications in the sea while on a terrestri#th paur forebears didn't tell us about
those “songs” because our species’ knowledge afrfals” didn’t include knowledge of
these complex communications’ existence in anyildetél the last half of the twentieth
century’

Such limitations, whether of our own personal dtuwal inheritance or those
imposed by our natural finitudes, underscore haly tmbedded any human is in her
human abilities and inheritance as she trods wkateaths she chooses to take in life.
We are, to use religio-ecological terms one fimdthie vibrant discussion of religion and

ecology, creatures of vision embedded in the I&ah our vision, physicandcultural,

" Consider the basic information gathered in thedasarter of a century about these most complex of
nonhuman communications—see, for example, the suynim&oger PaynedAmong Whale§New York:
Scribner, 1995), Chapter 4.
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see other creatures fully? Many nonhumans negdtiateown paths with extravagantly
different sensibilities, such as the exquisitelysseve olfactory capacities of elephants
and dogs or the echolocation abilities of dolphiFr®em our paths, it is easily discerned
that dolphins live in an entirely foreign, waterpid—but what, in fact, do they do with
these foreign (to us) abilities and their discegnlarge, complex brains? This is not
easily known by land dwellers, for our paths geefsere.

Indeed, for each embodied creature the challentgerisgotiate one’s daily
terrain with genetically programmed—and limited—ses Our eminently human
challenge is to use our eyes, our other limitedgsgnand our all-important ethical
abilities and imagination to see the path before-wberehave we walked, and where
can wewalk, in our relationship to the rest of the animal kiogt®

No matter how one answers this central questiamj no matter whether one's
answer weights more heavily humans' obvious spabiéties or our equally obvious
connections and similarities to other life formsm® simple realities must ground us as
we walk any path along which we try to see thalf religion and animals.

The Realities of Other Animals.Most simply, there is a pressing need to allow
the realities of "animals" to be a factor in ousessment of religious views of the living
beings outside our species. Traditional views maayimes and in important ways, enable
us to see dimensions of nonhuman animals. Butlisisgenuous to ignore that at least
some traditional views have been dominated by aane and bias, and have thereby
created important limitations for believers who htigpt for engaging the actual animals

as honestly, fully and fairly as possible for thertan spirit.

8 Consider whether this question is more ethicakemeligious, or more scientific. The question has,
historically, been asked in each of these ways.tBamuestion be asked in all three modes at oAnd?if
so, what might this suggest regarding the relakigmef ethical, religious, and scientific entergs8
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If this simplest of needs is to be met, uncritiediance on inherited views will be
an unjustifiable tactic unless we conclude thaséhimherited views are responsive to the
realities of nonhuman animals. And to draw thisatesion, one must in some manner or
another engage competing claims about nonhumarass)imhether they be found in
other religious traditions or in various traditioofsempirical investigation.

The Realities of Interdisciplinary Work. Information and perspectives found in
many disciplines, including all sorts of empiriagaestigation traditions, are of great
relevance to our understanding of other animals. diimal piece, in fact, can be found
throughout human life, as attested fully by theagssn this volume. But so much of
great relevance to the field of religion and ansras been, traditionally, outside the
purview and distinctive contributions of religiostadies, theology, history of religions,
sociology of religion, and anthropology of religion

Of obvious importance will be the information tofoend in many life sciencés,
but equally important will be the sensitive andiedlly expansive perspectives found in
ecological and environmental studies, social andrenmental justice critiques, and the
many different forms of the animal protection mowezni°

Respecting Multiple Traditions of Empirical Observation. A full engagement
with the power and diversity of religious views monhuman animals has interesting

benefits. It can help one see better the impovedstature of worldviews that, under the

° The life sciences are really a bewildering forgsndividual concerns and approaches that might be
found under the general labels "biology" and "bgtaihe following list only begins to hint at hoviverse
these have become: agriculture, animal behaviara@gdture, biochemistry, biotechnology, cognitive
sciences, comparative developmental evolutionaygtpdogy, conservation biology, developmental
biology, entomology, environmental sciences, ethglgenetics, microbiology, molecular and cell
biology, neuroscience, nutrition, paleobiology,gsitology, pharmacology, population biology,
systematics, zoopharmacognosy.
19 Some of these are described in Paul Waldau, “Relignd Which Sciences? Science and Which
Community?,"The Journal of Faith and Scienc&115-142 (2001).
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guise of being purely scientific, are insteadrely“scientistic.”™ It is well known that

the science establishment has had, historicallpesserious shortcomings in a number of
important respects, some of which have dealt wathhman animals. Enlightening
appraisals of this important but complex histonyea extended periods of scientific
investigation over-determined by agenda-laden pamasland distorting reductionist
ideologies that admit of no other valid means ahban knowledge. Analyses of this
complex aspect of our scientific traditions and aseasional lack of humility in the
scientific establishment come from both within anthout the halls of science. Of
particular relevance here are many astute obsenstif informed philosophers of
science, theologians, and ethicists.

Empirical assessments of the realities arounthakjding other animals, are not,
of course, the province of science(s) alone. Raligitraditions often hold fascinating
insights that reflect empirical observatidig.he success of both scientific empiricism
and other traditions of empirical observation iswgrded in the fact that each of us as an
embodied individual naturally engages in empiringkstigation of our surroundings.

In the midst of our highly individualized, thorougtyrounded lives as one of
Earth’s terrestrials, each of us can, as a moiafgbeonsider the impacts of our actions

on those “others” nearby, whether they are humaroahuman. We are all acutely aware

" The concept is raised in both academic circleg,(&an BarbourReligion and Science: Historical and
Contemporary Issug$&an Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1997); anddBydR. Peterson, “Demarcation
and the Scientistic FallacyZygon 38, no. 4 (December 2003): 751-761) and in wideslgd educational
tools designed to advance critical thinking (€Tdneodore Schick, Jr., and Lewis Vaughiow to Think
about Weird ThingsSecond Edition (Mountain View, California: Mayifie 1999).

12 See, for example, Bernard E. Rolliye Unheeded Cry: Animal Consciousness, Animal &aih
SciencgOxford: Oxford University Press, 1989); Barbo@8Z; Keith WardDefending the SoOxford:
Oneworld Publications, 1992) (particularly theigtie of J. Monod generally and that of Richard Dask
facile dismissal of religion); and Mary MidgleBeast and Man: The Roots of Human NatiRevised
Edition (New York: Routledge, 1995) (re sociobiolpg

31t is well known, for example, that various indigeis traditions have had keen awareness of the live
and habits of nonhuman animals. Examples from t#dBist and Christian traditions can be found inlPa
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that we have very special capacities for insights the value and sufferings of living
beings. If we take the time to notice the livingngs around us, we see much more than
atomized individuals. We see, of course, individuakheir context—that is, amidst their
families, communities, populations, species, angelaecological webs.

Modern western ways of talking about humans gflece very high value on the
importance of individuals (for example, the notafrirights” held by individuals is often
held to be the high water mark of ethical and deeal development}’ Yet it is
uncontroversial these days to assert that othéogical realities are also an essential,
even if unseen, part of any individual’s life. Tliaere can be important relationships
between and among species is the operative insigrittomas Berry’s eloquently
observation in the Prologue, “we cannot be trulgselves in any adequate manner
without all our companion beings throughout thdlearhe larger community constitutes
our greater self.” As Darwin showed in such detdd,is indeed a dance of many
partners.

Individual mammals, for example, whether memberthethuman or any other
species, are always individualssacial circumstance$® This all-important mutual
integration of lives, often downplayed in atomizsshceptualizations of "person” and
“ethics,” can be seen in the simplest featureskasic circumstances of any individual
mammal’s life. Indeed, weannotunderstand any living being's "individuality" watht

considering such interrelatedness within a commufitrther, since all life grows and

Waldau,The Specter of Speciesism: Buddhist and Christiaw&/of AnimalsNew York: Oxford

University Press, 2001) in, respectively, Chapéand 8

14 A relevant study is Charles Tayl@ources of the Self: The Making of Modern Iderf@gmbridge,
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1989).md& deliberate and systematic philosophizing abou
moral rights for nonhumans remains Tom Reddrg Case for Animal Right&d Edition
(London:Routledge, 1988), and the most detailezhgit to state the basis of legal rights for some
nonhuman animals is Steven M. WiBattling the Cage: Toward Legal Rights for Anim@ambridge,
Massachusetts: Merloyd Lawrence/Perseus, 2000).
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dies in a larger web, any individual, regardleshisfor her species membershipfully

seen and understood only within that web. Thisrautienection is epitomized by Gary
Snyder's Buddhist-inspired observation that "thereo death that is not somebody's
food, no life that is not somebody's deatti'®

The discrete existence of "individuals," like #rdstence of different species, is
one of the most striking and least disputable ofdgical data, but a heavy concentration
on individuality alone will mislead if is not baleed against the connectedness of family,
community, species, similar life forms, and, indeatlife. And what is true of our
ability to engage meaningfully the realities ofiwiduals is also true of our
comprehension of “species”—we cannot understandratiyidual or any species outside
its larger ecological context.

These salient realities of interconnectednes®iwaly require those who study
religion and animals to downplay claims that indixality and species are important
dimensions of our understanding of biological IBeit this profound and defining
interconnectedness does suggestdhgivision or account of life that focuses heavily on
just individual-level phenomena or just specieslg@henomena will be altogether too
one-dimensional to engage the fullest range of msm@markable abilities to notice and
care about “others.”

Embracing the Breadth of Our Ethical Natures.Taking the time to notice and
be serious about such realities has, of courseatitimensions. How can one know
which individuals to consider important if one do¢&now them in context? The
guestions "Which individuals will be seen?" and IMfiey be only humans?" beg further

guestions about social and ecological realitiesamhections. Together, these questions

15 This is, of course, true of some non-mammals ds we
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underscore the inherently ethical nature of sebeypnd individuals, beyond any one
species, and beyond caricatured images of “aninzalganced by any single tradition of
human valuing. A moral agent, to see the world w&etl take responsibility for her
impacts upon “othersyhustseecomplementary, larger biological realities that are
central parts of any whole life.

Thus, if we are to honor that which each culttliegugh its religions or other
ethically-sensitive views of life, has proudly ated about humans, namely, that are
ethicalbeings we come to this simple issue—who are the otheositawhom or which |
shouldcare? It is axiomatic that such a purely ethicadon is integrally related to the
very core ofanyreligious sensibility. All versions of religioushécs, in one way or
another, postulate that humans, as moral actove, d&ra obligation to know the
consequences of their own actions. And if engathegther lives on the earth—whether
individual animals, populations, integrated pafta aveb of life in a specific econiche, or
the whole earth—hasthicaldimensions, therefusalsto take such realities into account
necessarilydo as well. An implication of the claim that “tteger community constitutes
our greater self” is, then, that we, as ethicahgj must try to learn about the “others” in
our “larger community/greater self.”

It is not just knowledge of others animals' réadit then, that has potential ethical
implications,but our ignorances as well.

If so, we find ourselves in a quandary about hoWwanodle traditional claims
about nonhuman animals. Given that taking religidasns seriously is a "must" if the
adherents are to be engaged, can we take eaclverydetement of specific, dismissive

claims about nonhuman animals in the same wayos® thdherents do? Merely passing

18 Gary Snyder, “Grace Co-Evolution Quarterly43 (Fall 1984): 1.
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along a view because it is traditional is riskyibass, for our forebears made claims that
are,if used as propositional clainabout the world and animals surrounding us, often
demonstrably wrong. It is a commonplace in modelucation that an unreflective
adherence to traditional claims has often beemxicase for failing to challenge inherited
prejudices. Blind allegiance to inherited values—avem are inferior to men, blacks were
destined by God to be the slaves of whites—wasdfte soul, so to speak, of the race,
ethnic and gender prejudices identified so fullyhe twentieth century. These biases
were often premised on an obviously fallacious saag) process—absence of evidence
was converted into evidence of absence. In othedsy@ refusal to admit evidence of
the oppressed beings' special natures was conuettedvidence that they lacked any
important qualities. But it was simply the refusalook, the failure to take these
marginalized beings seriously, that created thegell “absence of evidence.” The field
of religion and animals is confronted with the slenguestion of whether this same kind
of refusal, and in particular its self-inflictedhigrance, has been taking place in some
religions and in education because of some hundeep biases against members of
nonhuman species? Hawe refused to takéhemseriously or to noticéheir realities,
and thus converted a manufactured absence of ead#rtheir moral importance into
evidence of an absence of moral importance?
Seeing the Terrain’s Hills and Valleys:Goalsin Studying Religion and Animals

To be sure, certain well-known limitations do gavas with regard to our
engagement with the lives of other animals. In es@se, humans are typical primates—
vision, rather than some other sensory apparatusiiétes our terrestrial existence. But
as earth’s precocious animals, it is well withim abilities to go further than mere

appearance even when perception of the detailsrdiuman lives is notoriously
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difficult. Above all, if we are to live up to oumportant claim that we have considerable
moral, religious and philosophical abilities, westgeepast our own limits and biases.
This means we, as embodied, vision-dominated, aatibglanimals, must get beyond
earth-bound inclinations to focus on our immedgtgoundings—our next step, our
physical wants, our family, our limited communit@fsbelief, race and species.
Visionaries like Thomas Berry help us "see" furthesing our imagination to assess
where and how our community "walks" among all lyyipeings.

Some religious traditions are well-known for thedmith of their attempt to
engage other lives—Jainism and some indigenougitnasl are often cited for their
regard for nonhuman lives. A few religious tradiso and in some case quasi-religions,
have at one time or another advanced only theasteiof a single race or a single nation.
Other religious traditions have focused primardyen exclusively, on a commitment to
all and onlyhumans. Yet, as familiar as it is to contempoesss, a commitment to our
own species only, challenged as “speciesism” inenotimes, is not characteristic of all
religions nor even all subtraditions of those rielig that in their mainline interpretation
are dominated by this limitation.

In the face of such pluralism, the journey oneartakes when exploring
“religion and animals” is obviously multidimensidnall of which suggests a number of
diverse goals if one is to travel very far in thxploration. Along the many paths into the
emerging field of religion and animals, one encemnextraordinary ways in which any
human’s understanding of other living beings, wketiuman or nonhuman, is a product
of "social construction"—that is, the images thatnihate are as much or more a product

of peculiar, culture-bound generalizations and ygessitions as they are an immediate

7 Speciesism" is a word coined in 1970, and usetklyinow by many philosophers. For an analysis, see
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and personal response to the observable realitibe @nimals who are being
“described/constructed.” The prevalence of thisnoimeenon is easier to discern when
one looks at a large collection of views, whethent different cultures or multiple eras
from a cultural tradition that has grown and evdlewer long periods of time. For
example, if one looks across the temporal sequehdeminant views of nonhuman
animals in the western intellectual tradition, dinels not a single story, but an
accumulation of changing paradigifs.

Similarly, if one looks across a large number afittions, such as those
represented in this volume, one more easily caceper and appreciate the socially
constructed features ehchview. Social construction is also more readily agpt if one
compares a number of views dominated by the aletmomon claim that they atke
only answer taall interesting questions pertaining to religion antrel issues. Such
exclusivism happens in different subtraditionss found sometimes, for example, in
various traditions that make claims about religiaugings they deem to be infallible
revelation full of propositional content about, argmther things, nonhuman animals.
But exclusivism also occurs in certain scientifaditions such as behaviorism or other
scientistic claims, that assert aggressively tbein validity in ways that exclude all other
human approaches to nonhuman animals’ realities.

Pluralism can be, then, an ally when one is asggssie’s own or others'
understanding of the diverse universe of issuestim¢ly grouped under the umbrella we

are calling "religion and animals." Acknowledgingth pluralism and the diversity of

Waldau 2001.
'8 One well-known four-part sequence is used by thérenmental ethicist Hargrove: ancient, medieval
(heavily symbolic), modern (representative usenifnal images), and post-modern—see, Eugene
Hargrove, “The Role of Zoos in the Twenty-First @ay', in B. G. Norton and others, edsthics on the
Ark: Zoos, Animal Welfare and Wildlife Conservat{®ashington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1995),
13-19.
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issues also helps one see how relevant the relagidranimals field is to contemporary
debates over ethics or morality. Indeed, if onds$ogenerally at the many parts of any
one complex contemporary society (take, for exangilg of the early twenty-first
century industrialized countries), it will be appat that there are many different views of
nonhuman animals, some of which are in direct cditnqe with others. The pluralism is,
in effect, educational, and forces one to condigerorigin and finitudes of any one view

claiming to be exhaustive or definitive.
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