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This remarkable collection of twelve essays is the result of a conference 

in October 2011 on Ethical Perspectives on Animals. The subjects of 

interest — and yes, we should talk about ‘subjects’ and no longer of 

‘objects’, when it comes to writing about animals and their relations to 

humans — are, at first glance, non-human animals. But we will see, 

whether it is the real animal that we encounter in these papers or only a 

mere social construct, formed firstly by the lens through which people in 

the Early Modern period looked at animals, second by the interpretative 

lens of the modern authors of the present book.  

The editors’ introduction expeditiously shows the common aims of 

the collection: a shift from the consideration of animals as symbolic 

figures (a main issue of the analysis of animals in art and literature in 

the last centuries) to their existence as participants in the daily lives of 

humans from the Italian Renaissance courts to seventeenth-century 

England with a view to creating a basis for a new history of animal ethics 

(without Descartes as disconnecting agent). And, as usual in Human-

Animal Studies, the approach to the research issue is interdisciplinary, 

drawing on the fields of history, philosophy, literature, religion, inter alia. 

The editors point out that one of the central themes concerning 

animal ethics, e.g., dietary habits such as vegetarianism, has its 

implications: it carries the risk of overturning the hierarchy of living 

beings based on Christian authors and their belief that animals are 

created for human use, both adopted from ancient philosophy (and  

extending into modern times, forming the long-lasting western tradition 

of animal abuse). But ancient philosophy also deals with the idea of 

extending the borders of justice to include animals, and so not only 
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Christian views but animal–friendly Greek philosophy too, e.g. Plutarch, 

influenced the Early Modern period. 

Following a brief overview of the individual articles the editors  

provide a snapshot of scientific, cultural and social developments 

concerning animal ethics in the last few years. The first article of the 

volume deals with the key criteria of logos and dike. Amber D. Carpenter 

points out how the Western tradition starting with Hesiod justifies the 

killing and eating of animals by denying them dike, a sense of right, and 

how the lack of logos (language and reason), another marker of humanity 

according to Aristotle and the Stoics, excluded  non-human animals from 

ancient ethics. And there was a third point of view: the reincarnation 

theory (Pythagoras) that abolishes the distinctions between humans and 

animals. Carpenter puts on record that the ability to feel pain and 

pleasure like ‘us’ seems not to have played any role in the ancient 

Western debate of animal ethics. She makes a comparison with the 

Eastern tradition, the Buddhist reincarnation view of ancient India: 

compassion and not justice is the central point; and so, having 

compassion is another distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them’. But as 

modern ethology shows, some species are apparently able to feel 

compassion, and this is a point that Carpenter seems to ignore. 

Nevertheless I am in agreement with her when she claims compassion for 

those who — in her opinion — are not capable of feeling compassion and 

‘sympathies to whatever suffers’ (45). 

Matthias Roick analyses the ethical debate (in a broader sense) 

concerning animals in Italian humanism (an era dedicated to humans, 

rarely to animals), especially at the Neapolitan court. In most of the 

treatises of this age animals figure as symbols; we hardly ever come 

across the ‘real’ animal, and when we do, it is mostly from a paternalistic 

point of view, as in Antonio Becadelli’s (†1471) story about the King and 

the Ass, or in the frame of a philosophical discussion on the Animal Soul, 
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as in the work of Lorenzo Valla (†1457), or even in material shape as in 

texts about animals kept at the court for the purpose of ostentation 

(such as the De magnificentia of Giovanni Pontano (†1503); nevertheless 

all forms of using animals are mostly linked with metaphorical and 

symbolic denotations. Ethical perspectives on animals are not discussed 

explicitly but can be reconstructed from the various aspects of human–

animal relations presented in the texts. 

The Umwelt of the Italian court in the fifteenth century is also the 

focus of the next essay. Gabriella Zuccolin considers which sorts of text 

deal with ethical reflections on animals. It is not so much philosophy or 

science but literature — poetry, epistolary and private writings — that 

provides an insight into the ethical reflections of humanists on non-

human beings and their views on animals as worthy of human affection. 

The paper by Nicola Panichi highlights Michel de Montaigne’s 

(†1592) concern for animal ethics, his broad reception of and inspiration 

by Plutarch, his deconstruction of the Stoics’ teleological belief that all 

nature including the non-humans are created for Mankind’s purpose, 

and his subversion of the scala naturae. Guido Giglioni addresses 

Renaissance notions about universal animation (panpsychism, 

monopsychism, hylozoism) and their ethical implications, e.g. Pierre 

Gassendi’s (†1655) critique of the human dominion over animals and 

Tommaso Campanella’s (†1639) anthropocentric view of animation. The 

latter’s standpoint on eating animals is the topic of the following article. 

Cecilia Muratori shows that Campanella shares Porphyry’s ideas about 

the rationality of animals although he does not come to the same 

conclusion as his predecessor, that a vegetarian diet is the only possible 

option, albeit that eating rational beings would be ethically wrong. 

The subsequent three essays form a cluster around the subject of 

eating animals from a non-conformist religious perspective: Burkhard 

Dohm looks at the concepts of vegetarianism in German and British 
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spiritualism of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, in which a 

revaluation of the status of non-human animals is observable. James 

Vigus scrutinises the interest of the Quaker movement in animal ethics 

and their friendly interactions with animals in everyday life, by looking at 

the example of George Fox (†1691) and his autobiographical Journal. 

Kathrin Schlierkamp dissects how, in dealing inter alia with a concept of 

vitalism and the tradition of the Jewish Cabbala, the philosopher Anne 

Conway (†1679) reflects on people’s responsibility for animals and 

equates the positions of humans and animals as parts of a God-made 

community of living beings. 

How Sir William Petty (†1687), one of the founder fellows of the  

Royal Society, repudiated Cartesianism in favour of the view that 

differences between human and animals are only gradual, is explored by 

Rhodri Lewis. Urte Helduser discusses animal–human hybrids and how 

their status caused problems for Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (†1716) and 

John Locke (†1704) in terms of the human–animal boundary. Gianni 

Paganini provides the concluding essay, dealing with Epicurean and 

Aristotelian stances on the ‘political animal’ and their impact on 

seventeenth-century philosophy, in the person of Thomas Hobbes 

(†1679). Indices of names, topics and manuscripts complete the volume. 

This inspiring and thought-provoking collection of papers offers 

fundamental insights into attitudes toward animality, animal ethics and 

even animal rights in the Early Modern period. The editors and most of 

the authors are familiar with the central questions of Human–Animal 

Studies, and so my expectations as a scholar of this discipline were also 

fully met. This book is an invaluable gift to students and scholars and 

will provide stimulating knowledge to the reader. 
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