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Abstract

Cognitive ethology has uncovered significant data to indicate the complexity and sophistication
of non-human animal experience. These data challenge the assumption that “religion” is
something only humans do or possess. A portrait of the contemporary and historical theoretical
landscape in religious studies charts both how and why religion has been theoretically limited to
humans, and what the challenges are for notions of animal religion going forward. Materialist
theories of religion offer more intellectually fertile ground for the investigation of animal religion.
The discipline of cognitive ethology, and initial ethological findings, are cited as potential case
studies for animal religion. Additionally these data are deployed to undermine the credibility of
conventional theories of religion which have depended on some of the Enlightenment’s
ontological dualisms which divide humans and animals. Commitment to these ontological

dualisms limits the future possibilities for religious studies and its social relevance.
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studies that have historically precluded a thorough investigation of animal religion, as well as
locate alternative perspectives.

Such critiques are implicit in materialist theories of religion such as those of Manuel
Vasquez, who has attempted to map how religion works outside of language. Other materialist
leaning scholars like Donavon Schaefer have attempted to use poststructuralist philosophies to
argue that religion is a complex extension of multidimensional, affectively determined bodies.
The materialist theories of Vasquez and Schaefer identify religion as something which emerges
organically in evolutionary time, out of certain evolved, bodily capacities not unique to humans.
This point is crucial, for whilst other scholars like Robert Bellah have already focused attention
on the emergence of religion in evolution, scholars like Bellah still maintain a narrow focus on
the human. The theoretical approach provided by Vasquez and others offers the best available
way to engage the topic of animal religion within religious studies. What is more, cognitive
ethology demonstrates that animals share complex forms of cognition with human beings. In so
doing, cognitive ethology complements these materialist approaches. These discussions raise a
number of possibilities for the discipline of religious studies. Whereas classical ontologies have
proposed a human “nature,” upon which various theories of religion have been built, the kinds of
theoretical approaches taken by Schaefer and others underscore that religion emerges as part of a
multiform arrangement of bodily technologies, linking organs, cells, circuits, and tissues. Rather
than establish an arbitrary dichotomy between beliefs on the one hand and emotion on the other,
theories like radical embodiment demonstrate the collaborative and interconnected way in which
religion emerges as a complex bodily process. Beliefs and emotions feature as constituents of
this complexity. Once religion can be understood in this way then cognitive ethology can provide
additional data from which to develop possibilities for understanding religion as a shared

evolutionary inheritance, rather than purely an ensemble of rational (human) mental activities.



By understanding religion as a complex of bodily processes, and as something thereby shared
with other animals, it radically calls into question how religious studies can be understood in a

human exclusivist paradigm.



Chapter One



the human/nature split, but the divide between the humanities and the natural sciences and
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essential ability to determine their own reality. In a world dominated by social constructionism,
humans determine animal reality because animals exist as part of “nature,” which is itself an
empty canvas upon which humans project “culture.”

A counter-approach should avoid the risk of polarizing matters in an opposite direction.
The goal is not to surmount social constructionism but rather to chasten it.*® Indeed the crucial
insight of social constructionism remains essential, namely that the world as humans experience
it is at the very least constructed by shared webs of significations. Scholars such as McCutcheon
conclusively show how religion scholars have historically manufactured religion as an
“autonomous reality, independent of the historical, social and biological processes” and these
insights are critical to the arguments that follow.'® The aim of Vasquez and other similar scholars
is to find better ways to explore how “ecology, biology, psychology, culture, language, and
history interact to give rise to particular ways of being religious.”*” In so doing they seek to
overcome the kinds of dualistic thinking that divide between things like nature and culture;
dualisms within which social constructionism is situated.
1.2 The Historical Context
These dualisms are not unique to the academic study of religion and are deeply imbedded in the
humanistic discourse since the time of the Enlightenment. These dualistic approaches to religion
arise from a distinctly Cartesian subjectivism, in the particular sense that religion is thought to be
apprehended solely by a human, thinking mind. What is vital is that Descartes’ cogitoelevates

the self-conscious, thinking mind as the central determinant of reality. In Descartes’ schema

>Anna Peterson, Being Human: Ethics, Environment, and Our Place in the W@tdkeley: University of
California Press, 2001), 209-211.

1%Vasquez, Belief 8.

Ibid, 150.
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Instead, as Merkur states, the Freudian paradigm, represented by the “mentalist”
approach, has arguably enjoyed a long duration in the study of religion, not least of all because
religion itself has been (and still is) often referred to as a privateaffair. For instance Timothy
Fitzgerald recounts how historically in the West, with “the category of religion, there developed
an influential notion that the truly religious consciousness is private, that religion is defined in

terms of some special kind of exp
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purpose as well.”*? However to simply say that animals can be understood with reference to their
external actions is not a simple thing at all. Once the surface is scratched “there is no simple
answer to the question 'what is behaviour.”** Indeed just as there is no answer to the question,
what is religion, there are only classifications, similarly there are only classifications of
behaviour. Thus it is the way in which behaviours are classified that is crucial to questions
concerning bothanimals and humans. Both animal behaviour and “behaviourist” models in

general have tradi



stimulus at a different time and location.”*® In these scenarios an organism can acquire new

behaviour on the basis of “no direct reward.”
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religion is informed by “basic assumptions about Western modernity, the course of history, and
the place of human beings in the world.”® Unpacking this latter aspect is critical to
understanding the exclusion of animals in the construction of religion.

Durkheim “championed the central importance of society, of social structures,
relationships and institutions, in understanding human thought and behaviour.”*® And for him,
society “determines, while religion is the thing that is determined.”*° Contained within these
axioms are the linchpins of how Durkheim, and the sociology of religion that succeeds him,
come to radically distinguish between humans and animals at the level of the “social.” For
Durkheim, sociology was a discipline sui generisand this was because for him there exists
certain social facts, specific “social” phenomena that have the same ontological facticity as

natural phenomena and are thus knowable in like ways and methods.
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biologically determined.** Durkheim regards human desires as unlimited, because they are
socially (as opposed to biologically) derived. Whereas animal possibilities are limited by
instinctual desires, humans have transcended these limitations; they can both imagine and affect

t



define human society and labour in terms of conscious and intentional thought. In contrast,
according to Marx and Durkheim, animals are determined by realities that are instinctive and

mechanistic. As Nimmo says “the distinction between human and animal labour in Marx is

20
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operating within that artificial realm of the human as radically distinct from the animal. These
critiques have typically taken place within the framework of the Enlightenment mentality and
have not sought to undermine the underlying assumption that humans are radically distinct from
animals. This is because, as Tu Weiming states, “we are so seasoned in the Enlightenment
mentality that we assume that the reasonableness of its general ideological thrust is self-
evident.” This helps to explain why the existing landscape in religious studies is historically
unfavourable to the question of animal religion. It is because the Enlightenment mentality from
Descartes to Durkheim assumes a radical distinction between humans and animals, particularly
at the level of subjective, conscious thought and behaviour. However this ideological distinction
is increasingly hard to justify. Indeed “rational thought, consciousness, self-cognisance, art,
culture, language, tool use and manufacture can no longer be used to separate ‘them' from ‘us.””>*
Recent scientific explorations into animal behaviour arising from the Darwinian perspectives that
differences in evolution are by degree rather than kind, have revealed that “there is not a real
dichotomy or non-negotiable gap between animals and humans.”> All such dichotomies are the
product of systems of classification. For instance primatologists have identified wide cultural
variation in chimpanzees, relating to tool use, grooming habits and courtship. If these
discoveries come as “surprises” that is only because of the Enlightenment assumption that

humans are essentially, absolutely and radically distinct from animals. Evolutionary science calls

these distinctions into question and this will certainly have an effect on how religion is to be

*¥Tu Wei ming, “The Enlightenment Mentality,” in Worldviews and Ecologgds. Mary Evelyn Tucker and John
Grim (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1994), 21.

*Marc Bekoff, “Animal Passions and Beastly Virtues: Cognitive Ethology as the Unifying Science for
Understanding the Subjective, Emotional, Empathetic, and Moral Loves of Animals,” in Human Ecology Review
Vol 13. No. 1, 2006, 45. It should be noted however that not all animals possess these qualities, and not all animals
possess them equally. Consequently it is necessary to avoid potentially re-inscribing anthropocentrism through
extolling qualities limited only to certain species, particularly mammalian ones. The simple point being made here is
to undermine the most basic idea that there are particular qualities unique to humans, not to suggest that all animals
possess them.

*Ibid, 45.

%See Franz de Waal, Our Inner Apg(New York: Riverhead Books, 2005).
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Chapter 2

Addressing the Question of Animal Religion

2.1 The Importance of Animals and Religion

There are two important ways to frame the work of scholars in the field of animals and religion.
The first is to note how greater attention to animals is part and parcel of changes in wider social
consciousness regarding the place of the human in relation to the planet. These changes are in
large measure precipitated by the impact of ecological crisis. The second is to see the internal
implications of these changes in social consciousness for the academic study of religion. These
implications are most especially relevant at the level of understanding religion in an evolutionary
context void of dualistic thinking.

2.1.1 Changes in Consciousness and the Place of Concern for Animals

Mary Evelyn Tucker states that “the world’s religions, while grounded in foundational beliefs
and practices, have never been static, but have always both effected change and been affected by
change in response to intellectual, political, cultural, social and economic forces.”® Increasingly
religions are responding to growing concern about ecological crisis. Cumulatively, climate
change, waste, chemical and heavy metal build-up, loss of top soil, diminishing biodiversity, loss
of wilderness, devastation of indigenous people, unsustainable consumption, and the effects of
insufficiently tested genetic engineering all represent a crisis of such a magnitude that it is the
biggest humans have yet faced.®* Moreover the crisis is undeniably of human origin, and so a
collective soul-searching is underway in many quarters of human life. Changing human attitudes
is part of addressing the more malignant effects of human activity on the planet. Religions are

engaging these processes because there is a sense in which the “varying perspectives which

60
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seemed more or less adequate to the first fifteen thousand or so years of human history have been
rendered, if not irrelevant, then clearly insufficient.”® Animals are intrinsic to these discussions,
of “nature,” “environment,” and “ecological crisis.” Thus, attention to the other than human is
relevant to both religion and society at large in the context of ecological crisis. What is at stake is

that “because both religious commitments and religion-
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Vargas states that for Indian and Tibetan Buddhism “animals are key players, transmitters, and
transformers.”®

Yet it is important not to generalize. For example, assessing the extent to which various
religious traditions are “friendly” or “unfriendly” to animals depends on a complex arrangement
of considerations. Firstly, religious adherents can often times not actually practice the “official”
teachings of the tradition as they relate to subjects like animals. Also, some religious traditions
can be deeply committed to “preserving the Earth,” yet be indifferent to individual animals
themselves. Even in the case of Christianity where one could argue as Lynn White Jr. did, that

“Christianity is the most anthropocentric religion the world has ever seen,”®’

there are important
figures like Francis of Assisi, who “put into practice altogether more positive responses to
animals.”®® The point is that religious attitudes towards animals are highly nuanced and

overgeneralizations are to be avoided.

The need for greater attention to detail becomes more apparent at the physical level of
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understanding the physical universe. Recovering a sense of place in the universe, a sense of
identity as animals ourselves, and a sense of belonging to the long history of evolution, does not
only have spiritual and religious implications for religious practitioners, it has implications for
the religion scholar also. These implications are revealed in what an evolutionary consciousness
tells us about ourselves as humans in relation to animals.

For instance Paul Waldau posits that “a full acknowledgement of our primate-hood,
indeed our ape-hood, but especially our animal-hood is...important well beyond the scientific
facts that connect our species not only to primates and mammals, but to all life.”"® In other words,
understanding humans as animals has deep implications for the humanities, including religious
studies. Take Matt Cartmill’s point that “if something is truly unique it is inexplicable, because
explaining something means showing that it isn’t unique but fits some recurring pattern.”’® The
historical constructions of religion have obviously developed recurring patterns which render
religion explicable in the human world, but have yet to explain its emergence in comparison to
even our closest co-evolutionary cousins. By accepting Cartmill’s point, the origins of religion,
however constructed, remain arguably inexplicable in an evolutionary context without further
exploratory comparison with other species. In this sense animal religion is also poised to assist in
better understanding the origins of religion that is profoundly relevant for the humanities. As
Thomas Berry once said, “we cannot be truly ourselves in any adequate manner without all our
companion beings throughout the earth, the larger community constitutes our greater self.””* Our

identity as humans is shaped by our diverse ecological vicinities, replete with other creatures

2paul Waldau and Kweli ndugu yanga, “The Religious Horizons of Humans Are Primates,” in Worldviews11
(2007): 103-123.

"Matt Cartmill, “The Probability of Human Origins,” in When Worlds ConvergeWhat Science and Religion Tell
Us about the Story of the Universe and Our Place,iedi Clifford N. Matthews, Mary Evelyn Tucker, and Philip
Hefner (Chicago: Open Court Press, 2002), 96.

™ Thomas Berry, “Prologue: Lonliness and Presence,” in Communion of Subjectsds. Kimberly Patton and Paul
Waldau (New York: Columbia University Press, 2006), xvii.
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bodies, [this] does not reduce all experiences and cultural productions to the dynamics of the
brain, genes, or evolutionary biology.””" In this way Vasquez is clear that he is not anti-reductive,
as he acknowledges from the outset that humans are compelled to “select, condense, name, break
down, and categorize phenomena in order to be fully able to act effectively in the world.”"®
Nevertheless he rejects the “strong reductionist” model which seeks to expose religion in a
downward direction, such that it can be explained “in terms of people, people in terms of organs,
organs by cells, cells by biochemistry” and so on further down."

Reductionism of the strong kind still exists in some quarters of religious studies. For
example the cognitive sciences are beginning to empirically demonstrate, albeit in a basic way,
shared underpinnings to greater sums of phenomena labelled “religious.” The cognitive science
of religion is doing so largely by using neuroscientific methods to locate basic cognitive
apparatus at play in the formation of “religious” ideas.®® This work is producing some ground-
breaking results. Aside from limiting the terms of religion more generally, what is at stake for
animal religion in the top-down character of strong reductionist approaches is that they begin
with the human (often the human mind) and work their way down. Animals inevitably exist on a
lower end of the spectrum. Thus, there exist approaches which are material in the sense that they
deal with aspects of physical embodiment, yet remain highly anthropocentric in terms of the
direction of reduction. In strong reductionist approaches religion starts as more complex, more
sophisticated and more human.

Animal religion benefits from a non-reductive materialist approach because these

approaches do not pretend “that religion has a fixed point of origin, a moment where the pin of

"\asquez, Belief



30
the term "religion first punctuates the butterfly of religion as such and sticks it to a board.”®*
Non-reductive materialism is decidedly agnostic about any essential/fundamental characteristics
to religion, and likewise relativistic about the number of possible approaches there are to study it.
Although Vasquez himself still refers primarily to the human context, in principle these aspects
of a non-reductive approach avoid fighting an uphill contest for animal religion. This is because
a non-reductive approach allows for the kind of cross-fertilization of ideas and approaches to
religion that would combine to produce theories of animal religion.

2.2.2 Emotion, Religion, and the Cross-Species Bridge

In the opening chapter of Religion and Emotion: Approaches and Interpretatjdoln Corrigan
describes how scholars of religion have historically been reluctant to address issues of emotion
because of their long association with “a wide range of figures, from mystics to psychologists,
theologians to artists, scriptural exegetes to literary and social structuralists and
poststructuralists.”®® Notably because of the entanglement of emotion and theological discourse
in particular, some religion scholars have found it too problematic a topic for discussion.
However additional reasons for this reluctance can be located in the point that emotions
themselves have also been historically caught up in Enlightenment dualisms. For instance the
most basic feminist observations regarding the operation of hierarchical dualisms would likely
identify “emotion” as the binary opposite of “reason,” and as it happens, something more

prevalent in females.®®
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What these dichotomies fail to address “is that both emotion and reason are forms of
intentional behaviour embedded in a biological and social context.”®* This is not to deny the
necessary distinctions between cognition and emotion, but rather to understand how they are
interrelated. Indeed “emotions contain information, the biological substratum of which is non
cognitive, but the effect of which is to provide cues for cognition and action.”® In other words
emotions can be seen as self-organizing systems of interactions that inform certain types of
intentional behaviour.®® Emotions are strategies, “they are decisions to act a certain way.”®’ The
American philosopher Robert Solomon suggests that through our emotions “we constitute our
(subjective) world, render it meaningful and with it our lives and Selves.”®

If one is able to regard emotions as the organizing principles around which both mind and
body collaboratively constitute our subjective, personal and social selves; then one is better able
to see why other scholars have commented on the importance of emotions to religion. William

James for instance, suggests that religion is based in humans’ “passionate nature” and that

“feeling is the deeper source of religion.”® Som
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Lawson have labelled religious rituals as uniquely placed to invigorate human emotions.”%?

Additional psychological research indicates that religious norms “have a strong influence on
emotional regulation.”®® Mariette Frederique Baanders offers four types of regulatory emotional

norms which include: firstly describing the exhibition roles (who can show what emotions to
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emotion is critical to religion (and this can be evidenced using a variety of approaches that take
account of complex embodied life ways), and emotion is a shared evolutionary phenomenon
(that humans share in common with other species), it becomes reasonable to query in what ways
animals organize social strata on emotional lines that mirror or parallel what is termed “religious”
in the human context.

Some scholars have already taken up this line of thinking in a number of interesting ways.
For instance Donovan Schaefer in his essay “Do Animals Have Religion? Interdisciplinary

Perspectives on Religion and Embodiment,” cites the cognitive ethology of Marc Bekoff.
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Ultimately materialist theories help to limit the totalizing attempts of social

constructionism and biological reductionism. Indeed “multiple materialities are not just the
product of iterative discursive practices but rather of the interaction between these practices and
matter, including biology and ecology, which is dynamic, agentic, and polymorphously
productive, matter that makes possible the production of discourse about it in the first place.”'*
Emotion is a site where these limits are being worked out in a way that makes cross-species
comparison possible, given the emotional complexity which other-than-human animals exhibit.
Once again, given how emotion can be demonstrated to serve as integral to the social functioning

of what is often termed religion, then perhaps animals organize their own systems of meaning in

like ways. The vixen on Bekoff’s lawn suggests so.

1%asquez, More, 169.
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Chapter 3

Cognitive Ethology and the Case for Animal Emotions

3.1 The Roots and Current Trajectory of Cognitive Ethology

Cognitive ethology can be “broadly defined as the evolutionary and comparative study of
nonhuman animal (hereafter animal) thought processes, consciousness, beliefs, or rationality.”**
Cognitive ethology has its beginnings in areas such as comparative psychology, classical
ethology, laboratory experimental psychology, and philosophy of science.'® Donald Griffin
launched the field in 1976 with his book The Question of Animal Awareness: Evolutionary
Continuity of Mental Experienc&riffin and his contemporaries struggled to establish what
Marc Bekoff refers to as “what we intuitively understand: that animals feel, and their emotions
are as important to them as ours are to us.”'% Bekoff usually cites the example of pets,
particularly dogs, to illustrate the point that many people instinctively know that animals live
rich emotional lives. Providing an empirical basis both to substantiate and explain this intuition
represents the core impetus for cognitive ethology. This stands in contrast to the behaviourist-
centric research of classical ethology and other animal studies, namely the research into the
strictly bio-mechanical functioning of animals, within a purely “physical stimulus/physical
response” paradigm.

Cognitive ethology takes its lead from anecdotal cognitivism, which was first

championed by Charles Darwin. In describing the anecdotal cognitivist approach Bekoff and
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evolution of human response to fire. Chimpanzees are close to human lineage and this makes
them “phylogenetically relevant to the study of hominid evolution.”**” Additionally the similar
ecological location of these chimps to that of the “savanna mosaic thought to characterize much

of hominid evolution, makes these apes ecologically important as a living primate model.”'% The



views are represented by the evolutionary biologist George C. Williams who states *

38



experience.”*** As Bekoff points out, there is absolutely no way to substantiate such a claim.
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limited perspective represent a cultural legacy also common to religious studies; in so far as
some of the same characteristics of human exceptionalism are present, and preclude a more
thorough investigation of other-than-human animal experience.

3.2 The Contributions of Marc Bekoff

Marc Bekoff’s contributions have been unique in terms of the questions he asks, the tools he
champions and the dialogues he engages. For instance Bekoff is not concerned with questions of
whether animals have emotions, for him this is self-evident. Bekoff wants to understand why
animals have emotions. Consequently Bekoff situates his research within a comparative and
evolutionary framework. Bekoff believes, like Darwin, that the gap between humans and animals
is widely exaggerated and that humans are still living with a Neolithic brain that was at one time
capable of enjoying more mutually enhancing relationships with animals. There is a sense for
Bekoff that humans have lost some of their evolutionary way, or at least forgotten about it. This
is why Bekoff believes strongly that we have more to learn about ourselves through learning
about animals, allowing us to ask and answer questions of why similarities and differences
between us have evolved the way they have.

In terms of his research Bekoff is unapologetic for his use of anecdotal evidence. He
concedes that the anecdote (singular) does not equate to evidence, but that anecdotes (plural) do.
However Bekoff also points out that the kind of anecdotal evidence cognitive ethology puts
forward, whilst taking inspiration from anecdotal cognitivism, moves beyond its limitations
through the acquisition of more rigorous methods. For example, “Cognitive ethologists are now
able to exploit techniques like experimental playbacks of vocalizations to conduct controlled
studies under field conditions; the range of experiments made possible by such techniques means

that there can be no easy dismissal of modern cognitive ethology on the grounds that it is
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what is strikingly relevant is Bekoff’s use of descriptors like “spiritual’ to describe animal
sensibilities.'*® Bekoff holds the view that much of what constitutes our popular understanding of
religious virtues, for instance love, altruism and compassion, spirituality, a sense of the sacred,
are well documented in animal behaviour. It is appropriate to highlight this, as this paper is
extending the limits of these notions a little further into the discipline of religious studies.

3.3 The Beginnings of Data
Turning to case studies in cognitive ethology underscores the kind of available data for animal
religion. Yet it is important to recall the lenses through which to explore these case studies, and
there are two significant points to note. The first is to recall the discussion of theories of
embodiment, which understand religion as something emergent from physical-material processes.
Given this, the second point is to see these case studies from an evolutionary perspective. It is
from this vantage point that pre-linguistic, other-than-human capacities for religion are better
observed. By recalling Darwin’s idea that differences among species are by degree rather than
kind; the closer this conversation of religion is to both embodiment and evolutionary origins, the
closer it is to effective cross-comparison with non-human animal species.

Firstly it is important to understand that other-than-human animals possess emotions, but
they “do not all have the same emotions, any more than humans do.”*? Just as behaviours are
different so are feelings. This too is important to notice because a similar temptation is to

overgeneralize at the species level, f
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opt to show compassion and save the life of an orphaned member of another species, another of
the same species could opt to abandon it. Just as some humans can show love and compassion,
others can show hatred and contempt. What follows are three cursory glimpses of preliminary
evidence that could prove fertile for further investigation into animal religion.

Much cognitive ethological research has been conducted on primates, but this first study
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reveal at least part of what the dolphins were thinking.”**® Indeed many animals have the ability
to conceptualize. Chickens for example can conceptualize different communication signals
related to food and danger, and this in itself is ground-breaking. Yet for dolphins to exhibit the
kind of communicative complexity described above, leaves open the possibility for the
productionof such complex communication as it relates to various forms of social meaning
making, one particular aspect of religion that is tied to emotions.

Another form of communication worth examining is play. Sam D. Gill states that “play is
a common root of so much... symbol, metaphor, language, humour, art and religion.”*? Indeed
play has become an interesting location for theorists in the study of religion, and its emergence.
One of the most useful applications of theories of play to various religious rituals is notably in

the context of what Gregory Bateson calls “meta-communication.”
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What is striking is that some animals also possess this ability at a fairly sophisticated
level; and how meta-communication manifests in play is a key focal point in cognitive
ethological research. Play “involves communication, intention, role playing and cooperation.”*?®
Bekoff and Allen focus on play because it “occurs in a wide range of mammalian species and in
a number of avian species, and thus it affords the opportunity for a comparative investigation of
cognitive abilities extending beyond the narrow focus on primates that often dominates
discussions of non-human cognition.”**° Once again moving away slightly from primate-centric
study, Bekoff contends that we have much to learn about the evolution of humanmorality from
canid play. For one thing, play among these animals has “rules of engagement that must be
followed, and when these break down, play suffers.”** Indeed Bekoff goes on to say that
“animal play appears to rely on the universal human value of the Golden Rule do unto others as
you would have them do unto you.”**! Bekoff argues that animals are moral, but not necessarily
in the way humans are moral. His contention is that “the phenomenon to which ‘morality’ refers
is a wide ranging biological necessity for social living.”**? There are many complexities to what
Bekoff is proposing, which include a discussion of terms, notably the distinction he makes
between morality and ethics. Nevertheless, the basic point is that animals possess the ability to
organize their social behaviour around conceptual frameworks of right, wrong, fairness, and
justice, according to their own species differentiation, and that these are often learned and

expressed through play and regulated by emotions. Once again there would appear to be some

basic ingredients for the scholar of religion to take a closer look at.

28Marc Bekoff, Colin Allen, Species of MingCambridge: MIT Press, 1997), 88.
129Bekoff, Allen, Species
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The last case study is that of African elephant behaviour, as observed by Cynthia Moss

and described
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Chapter 4

Final Conclusions

4.1 The Consequences for the Study of Religion

Religious studies like other disciplines in the social sciences and humanities, is facing significant
challenges in the current university environment, including how to envision religious studies as a
discipline, understanding its place in the academy, and defining the object of its study. A
discussion of animal religion helps to highlight the fault-lines for what is at stake for the
discipline in these terms, at this moment in time. Indeed the viability of animal religion is
dependent on some of the same constraints as the discipline of religious studies itself. Animal
religion is poised to help draw out some of the toxic residue of the Enlightenment which hampers
both animal religion and religious studies from moving forward.

4.1.1 Human Exclusivism

The first residue is human exclusivism which until now has been discussed only in terms of how
it precludes the possibility of animal religion. Yet human exclusivism also imposes harmful
limitations on the discipline of religious studies itself.

Rodney Stark points out that typically social scientists are trained to prefer one particular
methodology, and will usually identify themselves accordingly as either “survey researchers,
participant observers, or demographers” and so on.*® However Stark states that this is also the
cause of so much pointless research. The appropriate order of things is for the research question
to precede the methodology. As Stark puts it “howto find it depends on whatyou want to

know.”**® What is at stake is that when “one’s primary commitment is to a particular
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methodology, one’s ability to pursue important questions is severely limited.”**° Stark’s insight is
critical because it is analogous to the way human exclusivism in religious studies almost
functions as a meta-method to which so many are unquestionably loyal.

Not only does human exclusivism limit the ability to pursue important questions, it also
affects the discipline in an even more foundational way: it is a false starting point, a bad
foundation that could undermine the integrity of the discipline.

For instance other disciplines which religious studies uses for its own (given that the
discipline has no tools of its own) construct their work on foundations that assume relevance for
cross species and evolutionary comparison. This should likewise inform the work of religious
studies so that when scholars of religion apply labels to religious phenomena such as “cultural,”
or “psychological,” there is mindfulness of the fact that other-than-human animals possess
culture and psychology, and therefore evolutionary comparisons are not just required in the
domains of cultural studies and psychology, but also religious studies as well. Ultimately | take
Paul Waldau’s point that:

When there is no deep commitment to comparative work regarding
humans’ inevitable intersection with other-than-human animals, both
formal and informal education are at a great risk. Among the most
debilitating of the risks is the possibility that education about the non-
human inhabitants of our shared world will remain human-centered in

ways that continue to produce harms to other living beings and
dysfunctions for humans in our local and global communities.**

So what animal religion reveals for the discipline in terms of human exclusivism, are faulty start
lines and limited possibilities, combined with the prospect of social irrelevance and ethical
indifference. This leads into the next issue of social engagement.

4.1.2 Social Engagement

“Ostark, “Theory,” 175.
¥paul Waldau, Animal Studiesl62.
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Animal religion requires a deeper social engagement on the part of scholars. This is quite simply
because animal religion would represent a general shift of focus toward the non-human in wider
society. Greater attention to animals is an inevitable consequence of greater understanding of
ecology and evolution. The place of the human in the universe is being questioned almost
everywhere, and some would suggest this represents a vast shift in consciousness. Yet some
scholars are still wedded to the traditional ideals of the cloistered academy; where the scholar is
free to be disinterested and question what they like in the pursuit of knowledge, without
interference or the contamination of other outside pressures. Questions like animal religion, and
phrases like “shifting consciousness” inevitably invoke a deeper social engagement, and under
the ancien regimehis can make some scholars “who are content with a sort of monastic
scholarship,” uncomfortable.*** However religious studies is not alone in this, and to see the
limitations of the “lvory Tower” is to witness part of wider challenges in the academy “that have
more to do with whether or not the entire system of higher education needs to be radically
rethought, and whether we can play a role in making a case for the importance and effectiveness
of higher education in the humanities.”**® Indeed “religion departments are by no means the only
departments that are scurrying to defend their continued existence in the university.”**

Still, religious studies needs to accept the coming discomfort with intrepid optimism, or
risk certain irrelevance in the long run. Even “old guard” scholars like Robert Bellah have seen

the coming changes. As he points out “many students feel that there is probably more of

importance in primitive shamanism than in all the cut and dried rationality that college professors
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serve up to them.”** This statement points to a disconnect between the Enlightenment humanism
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