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Rob Cook’s surrejoinder                                                    
Rob Cook, PhD, MTh, BA (Hons), BA (Hons) and Head of Theology at Redcliffe College 

 

Thank you all for the expert, thoughtful, challenging and sometimes humorous replies 
(Tony’s allusion to the theory of Chrysippus the Stoic reminded me of the equally nasty, ‘If 
God had not wanted us to eat animals he would not have made them out of meat’!). I was 
relieved that neither my theology nor my scientific understanding was seriously challenged 
although I was aware that the contention that predation seems intrinsic to the universe would 
be difficult for many evangelicals to accept. In reply to the cry of Dan’s professor, 
‘speculation is the devil’s work’ I would claim that all theology is speculative to a degree since 
the old foundational epistemology is dead, otherwise why would ‘bible believing Christians’ 
disagree about so many particulars (literal Adam and Eve? Social trinity? Double 
predestination? Hell as eternal conscious suffering? The damnation of all non-Christians? 
Penal substitution? Literal millennium etc. etc.). Theology is explorative, heuristic, building 
revisable models for we see through a glass darkly and we need to remain alert to all fresh 
discoveries as we seek to understand God’s two books – the book of the Word and the book 
of the World and if we are tempted to claim that the former is our sole authority, we must 
realize that it itself points beyond itself (e.g. Ps.8) to God’s other book.    
 
Thank you all for challenging our attitudes as well as our minds. You have helpfully pointed 
to other historical resources from Maimonides (thanks Martin) to the Celtic tradition (thanks 
Dee) as well as some intriguing biblical texts that I omitted to mention. But I wish to limit my 
detailed comments to the arguments of Simon and Richard. 
 
I understand why Simon was disappointed that I failed to do justice to the ethical issues but it 
was largely a matter of space and lecture time (just two 50 minute lectures). To partly make 
up for it I have added a short paper entitled, The Philosophical Basis for Animal Ethics which 
clarifies criteria and, as an example, applies them to the issue of animal research. I am not 
as convinced as Simon of the sharp disjunct between human and animal communication 
however. It seems that we are constantly looking for some basis for an absolute distinction 
between us and the other creatures in order to preserve an ontological understanding of the 
imago dei (as I intimated in the lecture, I tend to favour a functional interpretation). It used to 
be tool making until we saw monkeys using sticks to plunder termite nests and now 
communication is suggested. But I think Simon and Stephen Pinker whom he cites are 
wrong. Not all animals are restricted in their communication ability to mating, warning and 
territorial calls. In the late ‘60s Allen and Beatrice Gardner of the University of Oklahoma 
taught a chimpanzee named Washoe to be able to use about 350 words of American sign 
language which the monkey learned to manipulate in complex and inventive ways. In Second 
Nature J. Balcombe tells a moving story about Washoe, 
 

When Beatrice became pregnant, Washoe became more attentive than usual and 
regularly asked questions (using sign language) about the baby. Washoe had had 
two pregnancies of her own, both of which had resulted in the infant’s death. When 
Beatrice returned after an extended absence, Washoe acknowledged her return but 
was aloof. The teacher explained that she had had a miscarriage and signed to 
Washoe; ‘My baby died’. Washoe looked at Beatrice and signed ‘Cry’, then signed 
‘Please person hug’ as Beatrice was leaving. (p.132) 

 
Washoe died at the age of 42 in 2007. I have a hunch that if and when we understand, for 
example, dolphin and whale ‘language’  
better we will discover that they communicate in very subtle ways. This is not to deny that 
God has given us a special calling and responsibility, and indeed status and worth: ‘Fear ye 
not therefore, ye are of more value than many sparrows’ (Matt.10.31). 
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Now on to Richard who raises the time-honoured conundrum of the evidence for other 
minds. Scientific knowledge works by induction which is the generalization from a large 
number of observations to some universal principle e.g. all observed swans have webbed 
feet, therefore it is a universal characteristic of swans to have webbed feet. Now the trouble 
with inferring other minds is that I only have one example of such – me, and yet we go about 
our everyday business just assuming that other embodied minds are all around us – that is 
until a film like Blade Runner or Alien begins to raise doubts! Those who conclude that there 
is only sufficient evidence to deduce that mine is the only mind in existence are called 
solipsists and there is a joke amongst philosophers: ‘All my best friends are solipsists’! Get 
it? Even if we give our fellow humans the benefit of the doubt, what about animals and how 
far down the phylogenetic scale do we go? Monkeys? Cats? Spiders? Jelly fish? Amoebae? 
The question can be posed in the interesting ‘what is it like to be…?’ form. ‘What is it like to 
be a monkey?’ seems an eminently sensible question while ‘what is it like to be a tree?’ 
doesn’t. But what of ‘what is it like to be Leonora?’ Richard raises radical doubts as a 
possible way of mitigating the theodicy problem. Leaving aside his claim that mind deficient 
zombies feel pain (surely pain is a mental phenomenon as opposed to nociception which is a 
purely physiological reaction to dangerous stimuli found in primitive, non-conscious 
organisms), his speculations raise an interesting paradox. Let us change the thought 
experiment from zombies, fascinating as they are (come to think of it, a new philosophical 
joke could be, ‘All my best friends are zombies’) to AI, that is artificial intelligence in 
computers. Will a computer ever be sentient and how would we know? Will it ever be a 
sensible question to ask, ‘what is it like to be my desktop?’! Richard suggests we ask them, 
‘do you experience qualia?’ Now they might say ‘yes’ simply because they have been 
programmed to respond thus and we’d need to check with the programmer. But if she hasn’t, 
what kind of question is it? Surely it pre-supposes that one is talking to another mind. The 
computer or zombie cogitates, wonders, observes itself to see if it has a mind but these very 
activities are in themselves mental events!! But let us move away from philosophical 
sophistry to hard science. 
 
There are two main lines of evidence that animals have minds. Firstly behaviour: when a 
creature (a) moves to avoid pain, (b) cries for assistance after a dangerous event and (c) 
limits the use of any damaged limb to enable healing it is probable that it is sentient. As we 
have noted, (a) alone could merely be an evidence of nociception (insects exhibit this but 
seem to carry on as normal after the loss or damage of a limb). On the other hand, (b) is 
common amongst social animals such as mammals and birds while (c) is found in 
vertebrates. Those in category (b) also manifest (a) and (c) and are the clearest candidates 
for sentience – they are able to experience genuine pain and so probably are all vertebrates 
(and some would include octopuses and squids). 
 
Secondly the physiological evidence. Vertebrates share with us the neurophysiology and 
neuroanatomy of pain as well as the biological mechanisms for moderating pain such as with 
endogenous opiates. In a nasty experiment punished rats were found to lose their desire to 
drink which was restored once given anti-anxiety drugs. Animal behaviour also suggests their 
ability to feel pain and therefore possess sentience. As with us, anxiety is expressed by heart 
pounding, sweating and rapid breathing. They become jumpy and hyperattentive as they 
rapidly scan their surroundings just as we do.  
 
For the non-solipsist, these together provide a cumulative case for rationally inferring that, at 
least vertebrate animals are sentient, that is to say that it is like something to be them. 
 
So let the conversation continue. Whether you are a contributor or simply a reader, please 
send in your comments to this web-site and I will endeavor to respond. Do you agree that 
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there never was an animal fall? Will God grant immortality to some animals? Would Jesus be 
a vegetarian if he were alive today?... Over to you! 
 

 

 

Please Note: The views expressed in this article are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the position 
of Redcliffe College. 
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