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Catenations

STEVEN D. HALES

 

 

 

 

It’s said that the domestic cat, Felis silvestris, is the tamest of all the cats, and the wildest of all the domestic animals. Living with a cat is certainly very unlike living with a dog. Donald Engels perceptively locates this difference in temperament to a philosophical difference. He writes thatWhereas dogs are natural Stoics, cats tended to be Epicureans. According to this latter school of thought, which most Romans despised, the chance combination of atoms in a void explained everything else in the universe. There was no divine providence or purpose to the cosmos. Ethics were thought to be determined by the autonomous decisions of individuals, not by reference to a greater spiritual power. Humans were autonomous, independent, and ought to live like atoms, as unconnected as possible to the city’s institutions or religions. “Live obscurely” was a favorite Epicurean motto . . . Epicurean values accord well with the cat. (Classical Cats: The Rise and Fall of the Sacred Cat, p. 93)



Cats have long been a part of human culture, and the bond between humans and cats has been more than tolerance, more than friendship, more than mouse-catching servant and cream-providing master. Engels connects feline values to the ancient Greek philosophy of Epicurus, but the ties are older than that. For four thousand years cats have been sacred and revered. The ancient Egyptians worshipped the cat-headed goddess Bastet, the lover and companion of the sun-god Ra, who represented the life-giving warmth of fire and the bringer of good fortune. Bastet was not the only feline divinity. The Egyptians also worshipped Sekhmet, a  fierce lion-headed goddess of war, who, opposite to Bastet, symbolized the destructive power of fire and the scorching desert sun.

Many of our legends and myths about cats have their origins buried in deep antiquity. Take the association of black cats with bad luck and black magic, for example. Howey M. Oldfield argues that the black cat originally was not associated with witchcraft, but with the sacred feminine, tracing back its symbology through the Virgin Mary to Diana, Artemis, and Isis. “The black cat represents . . . not the darkness of evil but of the Uncreate, of the Great Deep, and the Unknown God. It is the Limitless, Formless, and Inexpressible . . .” (The Cat in the Mysteries of Religion and Magic, p. 70).

Even the Mother Goose rhyme “Hey diddle, diddle, the cat and the fiddle, the cow jumped over the moon” is no mere silliness for children, although we have mostly forgotten the original symbolism. The idea of a cat and a fiddle can be found in medieval times, and there are wooden carvings of cats playing fiddles to be found on the pews and other woodwork in medieval cathedrals. One such carving, of a cat surrounded by kittens and playing a fiddle, is in Beverly Minster Church, in Beverly, England. This carving is nearly identical to a seventh-century B.C. statue of the Egyptian goddess Bastet, surrounded by kittens, playing a bronze instrument called a sistrum. Although we won’t let the details detain us, the cow and the moon in the rhyme aren’t mere amusing touches added later, either, and the Roman historian Plutarch connects them to Isis and her sistrum.

Our long association with cats, from goddesses to ships’ rat-catchers to the modern house tabby, lazing on a sunny windowsill, provides a fine opportunity to consider the lives that we have made with them. It is this occasion for reflection that is the natural pathway into philosophy. In the first Part of the book, our authors ponder the companionship of cats.• How can living with a needy stray help us to understand our relationships with cats in a way that pure abstract reasoning could never achieve? 
• Cats have no set purpose, no obvious plan beyond, in the words of Friedrich Nietzsche, “prowling avidly about in search of spoil and victory.” What can we learn from living with and loving such creatures? 
• Would you give up your cat for a million dollars? How about giving up your best friend for a million dollars? Are cats truly our friends or just a saleable commodity? 



Appreciating cats isn’t like the ordinary appreciation of art, books, movies, or what have you. You can’t appreciate the book in your hands until it is completed, typeset, bound, delivered, and read. But cats are a work in progress, living, changing, and open-ended. Of course, we do not simply enjoy our cats—we also live with them and in many ways they are dependent on us, for our balls of yarns, our cans of tuna, our comfortable laps. In fact, the prophet Mohammed was such a lover of cats that he reputedly once cut off a portion of his robe to avoid disturbing a cat that sat upon it (Oldfield, The Cat in the Mysteries of Religion and Magic, p. 155). Mohammed was not the only religious leader who recommended kindness towards our feline friends. The non-canonical Gospel of the Holy Twelve (34: 7–10) relates the following story about Jesus:As Jesus entered into a certain village he saw a young cat which had none to care for her, and she was hungry and cried unto him, and he took her up, and put her inside his garment, and she lay in his bosom. And when he came into the village he set food and drink before the cat, and she ate and drank, and shewed thanks unto him. And he gave her unto one of his disciples, who was a widow, whose name was Lorenza, and she took care of her. And some of the people said, “This man cares for all creatures, are they his brothers and sisters that he should love them?” And he said unto them, “Verily these are your fellow creatures of the great Household of God, yea, they are your brethren and sisters, having the same breath of life in the Eternal. And whosoever cares for one of the least of these, and gives it to eat and drink in its need, the same does it unto me, and whoso willingly suffers one of these to be in want, and defends it not when evilly entreated, suffers the evil as done unto me; for as ye have done in this life, so shall it be done unto you in the life to come.”





Our authors consider matters of feline aesthetics and ethics in the next Part.• Cat people vs. dog people is one of the great dichotomies (like Macs vs. PCs, shaken vs. stirred, tastes great vs. less filling, Sunni vs. Shiite). But what’s the real difference between cat and dog folks? 
• How is there a kind of artistry and beauty in ordinary spontaneous, uncontrived moments with your cat? 
• Should we model veterinary care on human hospitals, or should we change human health care to make it more like veterinary care? 
• If you truly love your very ill cat, do you euthanize her or do you spare no expense and effort to keep her alive? Which should you do? 
• Why exactly is it wrong to be cruel to your cat? 
• Do you have positive obligations of aid and care for your cat? Ought we to help beached whales? How about the hundreds of earthworms stranded on my driveway after a heavy rain? Are these cases different, and if so, why? 



The classic cats versus dogs joke is that dogs think, “my people keep me warm and dry, feed me good food, pet me, brush me, and play with me. They must be gods!” Cats, on the other hand, think, “my people keep me warm and dry, feed me good food, pet me, brush me, and play with me. I must be a god!”

But what’s really going on inside that tiny, fluffy head? Do cats think about us? Are we regarded as more than catnip-fetching devices? Do cats intend to toy with mice, or torment the dog? Do they believe it’s dinner-time? Behind that cool reserve, are they thinking anything? In Part III, The Fascination of Feline Minds, our authors consider just such questions.

• Are you more rational than your cat? Or does your cat just care about accomplishing different things from you? 
• What is it like to be your cat? Can you ever understand your cat’s experiences? 
• Does your cat believe that his food bowls are in the kitchen, hope for cheese to be in the bowl, or even have the concepts of “cheese,” “kitchen,” and “bowl”? What does your cat think about? 
• Cats are able to solve familiar, routine kinds of problems, but are they capable of the sort of innovative creativity needed to solve new puzzles? 

The Greek historian Herodotus noted that if an Egyptian cat died a natural death in a private house, then all the inhabitants shaved their eyebrows in mourning. What’s more, the Egyptians hoped that their cats would accompany them into the afterlife. According to Herodotus, when their cats died, they were taken to the city sacred to the goddess Bastet, called Per-Bastet, or Bubastis. There the cats were embalmed and buried in sacred repositories. Hundreds of thousands of cat mummies have been found in Bubastis. In the final Part, our authors take up the issues of whether there is a feline afterlife, what it is for our cats to survive over time, and the essence of catness.

• If human beings have an immortal soul which survives the death of the body, then do cats as well? 
• Can cloning bring back a beloved, deceased cat? 
• If two cats exchange brains, did each cat get a new brain or a new body? How can we tell? 
• Is there some sense in which cats are persons? 
• Is there more to what makes a cat than some list of intrinsic properties? Does each cat possess a uniquely individual catness too? 

We do well to consider the richness, the depth, and the wonder that is occasioned by reflection on our life with cats. It’s this contemplation that is the birth of philosophy. And so, enjoy the litter of philosophical kittens that follows, and see which one is the first to jump in your lap and purr.






 I

The Companionship of Cats
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What I Learned from a Cat that No Philosopher Could Teach Me

GARY STEINER

 

 

 

 

For about six months now, this cat has been working me like a rented mule. He receives my constant efforts—to provide him with the most delectable cat food, clean up after him, administer hourly love feasts, and generally treat him as an unqualified object of worship—as if these were his cosmic due and as if I should consider myself fortunate to be his indentured servant. Most anyone who lives with and has deep feelings for a cat will tell you the same thing, but in Pindar’s case there is this difference: the day I took him into my home, the veterinarian recommended that I have Pindar euthanized instead.

It was a Saturday afternoon, and I was enjoying the combination of peace and loneliness that comes from recently having lost two cats to old age. Ajax and Cleo had insinuated themselves into my life as kittens, and had lived a very healthy and happy seventeen and eighteen years, respectively. They both conducted themselves like hereditary royalty, which naturally had wreaked minor havoc with my efforts to maintain an orderly household, keep my de rigueur academic black wardrobe free of cat hair, and manage frequent trips for academic conferences.

There’s something humbling about a cat with a noble bearing; it serves as a constant challenge to the traditional human assumption of categorical superiority over the rest of living creation. When Cleo passed away, about a year after Ajax, I went into a state of mourning characteristic of the way in which people typically mourn for lost human loved ones. Even after two years in this state, I still did not feel ready to don the yoke and render myself subservient to another furry deity. But when my student Jessica  called me on that Saturday afternoon, I found myself left with no choice.

Jessica had found a stray cat near the barn where she keeps her horse. The barn, like your typical barn in the Pennsylvania countryside, housed a contingent of cats whose service to humans consisted in controlling the rodent population. Pindar was not a regular at the barn; he simply showed up one day, and he showed up in dreadful condition. He was malnourished; he is a large cat, and we later learned that he weighed eight pounds. He had eye and ear infections. His paws were either cut or burned, and the wound on one of his forepaws had a tumor the size of a lima bean sticking out of it. Jessica had taken pity on him and had brought him up to school in a pet carrier, but she couldn’t keep him because pets are not allowed in campus dormitories and she didn’t have the money to take him to the vet. So she called me, since I am the faculty advisor to the Students Helping Animals group on campus and I am known to be an easy mark in situations such as this. I told Jessica to take the cat to the emergency vet hospital, and that I would pay the vet bills if she would find the cat a home.

So far so good. But then I got a call from Jessica a few hours later, informing me that in addition to everything else, blood work showed that the cat had FIV (feline AIDS) and feline leukemia, immunosuppressive conditions that (a) confer on a cat a life expectancy that can generally be reckoned in weeks or months rather than in years and (b) virtually guarantee that no human in his or her right mind would give this cat a home, due to the cost, grief, and inevitable sad outcome. Jessica told me that the veterinarian’s recommendation was to “put the cat down.”




Smelly Cat Becomes Pindar 

Apparently it was also the vet’s expectation that we would choose this course of action, because he expressed great surprise when he learned through Jessica that I didn’t want the cat euthanized. When Jessica called and told me the bad news about the FIV and the leukemia, it immediately struck me as perverse and unacceptable to kill the cat. The first thing that ran through my mind was that we would never kill a human being who had comparable ailments. So why kill this cat? And on what grounds might someone consider it ethically acceptable to do so? Presumably the justification would be that we would be sparing the cat a great deal of pain and suffering  and saving it from the likelihood of a gruesome death. But I couldn’t help but wonder whether an unwillingness to spend the money, time, and energy required to care for a sick animal might be the deeper motivation—that perhaps people might simply prefer to be rid of the problem. In this case, the problem’s name was Pindar.

But it didn’t start out as Pindar. When I had Jessica make arrangements for me to pick up the cat at the veterinary hospital the day after she brought him there, she mentioned that she had checked this heretofore nameless feline into the hospital under the name “Smelly Cat.” When I went to pick him up on Sunday afternoon, I immediately found out why: in addition to a panoply of ailments, he had a very strong odor for which the term ‘funky’ might well have been coined. The hospital staff loaded me up with an array of medications that I would need to administer for the next month, and I brought the patient home. For the first two weeks, even though he didn’t range out of an upstairs bedroom, the entire house smelled terrible. And for the first month, I was administering four or five medications several times a day.

I remember asking myself one day, why me? And if I’m going to do a good deed like this, why couldn’t I at least have taken in one of those regal, beautiful cats like Ajax and Cleo? Ajax in particular had seemed to know that his blood was blue; whenever I would carry him around the house, he would sit on top of my crossed arms, eyes half closed, looking about him somewhat in the manner of Alexander the Great surveying his worldly domain. The name of the game with Ajax was: ‘Dig me’. It was almost as if Ajax just couldn’t bear how great he was, and he was always up for a tour of the house with me as his human sedan chair. Cleo, too, was regal, but more in the traditional mode of an aloof cat who just doesn’t have time to condescend to humans. This poor stray, on the other hand, was just a mess. And he didn’t seem to have much in the way of personality.

Somewhere in the first few days, I hit on the name Pindar and it stuck. In spite of being dirty, scrawny, and a bit “sketchy” (as my students would put it), he was nonetheless a cat, and as such he had the potential to flourish in something approaching the manner in which Ajax and Cleo had so elegantly commanded my universe. Within about two months, Pindar’s ear and eye infections had cleared up, his paws had healed, we had rid him of no fewer than three types of internal parasite, he had cleaned himself up nicely, and his weight had doubled from eight to sixteen pounds. Along  with this dramatic improvement in his physical condition, his authentic personality manifested itself and I realized for the first time that my life had again been commandeered by one terrific feline.

I recalled with no little shame my having wished early on that I might at least have taken in a more beautiful or more interesting cat. Pindar had now emerged indisputably as a champion, a cat with a wonderful, loving, mischievous disposition. Inevitably, at some point he will contract a disease to which he will succumb. But it’s been six months now, and you would never guess that Pindar has a seriously compromised immune system. So what about the suggestion six months ago that we simply “put him down”?

When my grandfather suffered a stroke some years ago and went into a steady final decline, nobody dreamt of suggesting that grandpa be “put down.” We had the best care possible given to him, and we let nature take its course. By comparison, people are much more willing to consider euthanasia in the case of seriously ill companion animals. This willingness is supported and in some ways even encouraged by a long tradition of philosophical thinking in the West and by an Anglo-American tradition of jurisprudence that classifies animals as chattel, or in other words, as living property.




Animals as Possessions 

There’s a grand mythology in the Western philosophical tradition according to which the moral status of a given type of being is determined by that being’s cognitive capacities. We have no direct legal or moral duties to rocks or other inanimate nature, nor to non-sentient beings such as plants. The traditional thinking is that because inanimate objects and plants are incapable of experiencing pain, there’s no coherent sense in which these non-sentient beings can be said to be objects of direct moral or legal concern. Whatever moral and legal obligations we may have to non-sentient beings are at best indirect, which is to say that we should conserve nature, not for nature’s sake, but rather for the sake of future generations of human beings.

Not all animals are thought to be sentient; bivalves such as oysters, for example, do not have central nervous systems and hence cannot experience perceptual states such as pain. But many animals do appear to be sentient, and one might expect that this fact confers upon them a moral and legal status superior to that of non-sentient beings. As it happens, the difference between the moral and legal status of animals and that of plants is relatively slight: From a legal standpoint animals have long been classified as property, which means that if someone comes into my house, abducts Pindar, and kills him, in principle I am entitled to monetary compensation equal to Pindar’s fair market value—which, needless to say, is zero. In some recent cases, plaintiffs who have suffered the loss of a beloved companion animal due to a defendant’s negligence or malice have been awarded additional damages for emotional distress, but such awards are very much the exception and are often reduced on appeal or judicial review.

A corollary of this devaluation of animals in the eyes of the law is our society’s willingness to use animals in various forms of experimentation, the justification always being that the suffering and the potential welfare of human beings are more important than the suffering and the welfare of the animals upon whom we experiment—though much of this experimentation turns out to have no applicability whatsoever to human problems. The basis for this justification takes its bearings from the Western philosophical tradition, which has argued since classical Greece that the moral status of human beings is superior to that of animals inasmuch as human beings are rational and linguistic, whereas animals lack reason and language.

Even in the face of recent evidence demonstrating a wide variety of cognitive and communicative abilities in animals, we continue to demonstrate an unwillingness to challenge the conventional wisdom that the fact of animal suffering confers on human beings clear obligations to refrain from harming animals.1 There still persists the tacit assumption that because human beings are more highly rational and linguistic than even the most cognitively sophisticated animals, our welfare and our desires are more important than those of animals—that it’s morally permissible to sacrifice animals for the sake of human welfare.

This same reasoning gets employed to justify the consumption of meat and other foods derived from or produced by animals, even though it’s now beyond question that there is no biological need to eat such a diet. We eat meat, fish, eggs, dairy, and the like because they taste good. With the possible exception of a very few people on earth, no one needs to eat these foods. People eat them because of habit, pleasure, and convenience. This is made considerably easier by the systematic concealment of the conditions under which animals are raised to serve as food for human beings, and by the law’s extremely permissive outlook about the use of terms such as “free range.” Today in the United States, it is legally permissible to call a chicken “free range” even if it is raised in a gigantic warehouse and never sees a shred of actual daylight; all that is required is that the chicken have more than a certain amount of square inches in which to move about during its short life.




Seeing Animals as Inferior 

What the great thinkers of the Western philosophical tradition never bothered to consider is that there’s no logical connection whatsoever between a being’s cognitive abilities and its moral status in relation to other living beings. Just because I can do math (after a fashion), just because I can form linguistic strings that observe the rules of English grammar, and just because I can contemplate the distant future and the remote past, whereas it appears that Pindar can do none of these things, it does not follow that I have the right to treat Pindar as property and perhaps even “put him down” rather than deal with the gritty realities of his health profile. Nor does it follow that human beings have the right to experiment on animals, or eat them, or use them as egg, milk, and cheese factories. It strikes me as the worst kind of anthropocentrism (human-centeredness) to suppose that the suffering of human beings “counts more” than that of non-human animals, or to suppose that because animals have no sense of their lives in the long run (no sense of the distant future) they have less to lose when they die than a human being has.

Some contemporary philosophers characterize this last difference between human beings and animals in terms of “opportunities for future satisfaction,” and argue that because human beings are capable of abstract reasoning and contemplation, they have greater opportunities for future satisfaction than do animals. In  effect, animals either don’t know or have much less of a sense of what they stand to lose by dying than your typical human being has. Hence the life of a human being takes moral precedence over that of any animal; in a case in which we must choose between the life of a human and the life of animal, we ought to choose to spare the human being. Certainly our intuitions have been shaped to accept this reasoning, but I can’t help but wonder whether it is ultimately based on self-serving considerations. In an emergency situation in which we had to choose, say, between saving our child or saving a companion animal, probably most people would without hesitation save the child, and they would presumably do so because of more intimate feelings of kinship with the child. But this is different than saying that we would be violating a moral obligation by saving the animal rather than the child. And if we want to argue that we do have a moral obligation to save the child, on the grounds that the child possesses greater rationality and linguistic ability, then we have to reckon with the question just how the possession of these capacities entails superior moral status. My own intuition is that, if my house were on fire and only Pindar or I (but not both of us) could be saved, most if not all humans would endeavor to save me rather than Pindar; but I don’t see how I have more of a right to be saved than Pindar does.

I grew up in a major city, but for the past twenty years I have lived in rural Pennsylvania. I used to go jogging on a country road, and I was menaced by a particular young dog who would run off his companion human’s property and chase me. I was vaguely under the impression that this dog didn’t intend to harm me and was simply having a bit of fun at my expense, but that’s the thing with an unfamiliar dog—you just never know. So I contacted the man who lived on the property and asked him to keep the dog from running out into the road. He said, “I hate to keep a dog on a line. Just throw some rocks at him, and he’ll leave you alone.” I said, “are you sure that’s the best way to handle the situation?” Without any apparent irony, the man responded, “why?”

I hardly needed to move to the country to learn that most people in our society view non-human animals as fundamentally inferior to humans, and that most humans in our society are unhesitant about treating animals as commodities or mere annoyances. I like to think that there are not that many people who would seriously recommend throwing rocks at a dog when considerably more humane measures could easily be employed; for all that, however,  the overwhelming tendency in our society is to view animals such as cats and dogs as amusement-delivery devices that may be neglected or discarded when the cost or effort of maintaining them becomes too great.




Our Bond with Animals 

This attitude has always baffled me, particularly since Ajax and Cleo came into my life in the mid-1980s. Each of them had such a distinctive personality, such particular emotional needs, and such an unmistakable set of likes and dislikes that I was at least as fascinated by the ways in which they were like me as I was with the ways in which they were unlike me. Being a first-time parent to felines, I naturally (which is to say unwittingly) let them get the upper hand; they seemed to consider being waited on hand and foot to be their due in life. When they passed away within a year of each other, Ajax at seventeen and Cleo at eighteen, I experienced a sense of loss very much like the one I experienced when a beloved aunt of mine died a number of years ago. During Ajax and Cleo’s latter years, I wrote an academic book on the moral status of animals that I completed shortly after Cleo’s death; for me there was no question but to dedicate the book to their memory. In the dedication, I stated that Ajax and Cleo had “taught me more about the human-animal bond than all the philosophers combined.”

My six months with Pindar have only reinforced the sense that the kinship bond between animals and humans can be grasped completely only at the level of direct interaction. It is through the cadences of day-to-day life, rather than through detached theoretical abstraction, that we become aware of the full extent of our relationship with animals. Of course, daily interactions are no guarantee that a person will achieve a felt acknowledgment of our kinship with animals; there are many people in the area where I live who have had much more direct experience with animals than I have but who feel strongly that animals are really nothing more than “dumb” animals. In a way it’s like the appreciation of art: just as there is no guarantee that everyone will agree that Wagner is a great artist, there is no way to ensure that our kinship with animals will be universally felt and acknowledged by humanity. What’s needed is a genuine openness to the prospect that there is something deep to be experienced in our encounters with animals.

I find cats particularly compelling in this regard. They exhibit a wide range of personality types and styles of living. Where Ajax and Cleo behaved like royalty, Pindar is much more the retired street fighter. When he started living with me, I became aware that he has a panoply of battle scars all over his body—which presumably accounts for the FIV, which is generally transmitted through fighting. Part of an ear chewed off, scar tissue lesions in various places on his neck and tail, an enormous scab on his nose when I first got him. These physical scars are placed into bold relief by his personality, which is substantially different than that of Ajax and Cleo. Pindar appears to have led a very rough, outdoor life for quite some time before he found his way to me. He’s evidently not a feral cat; he is simply too friendly and human-identified to be feral. But there is a certain roughness to his conduct—even when he is expressing affection, he has a tendency to do it in a way that has me running for the alcohol and bandages. If Cleo was Ilsa Lund, Pindar is Stanley Kowalski.

People who have not experienced this sort of immediacy with animals tend to dismiss my way of looking at animals as anthropomorphism, the projection of human qualities onto beings that do not really possess those qualities: surely a creature with such relatively undeveloped cognitive abilities as a cat couldn’t possibly have the sort of highly specific personality and preferences that I take for granted in Pindar. The charge of anthropomorphism is often made by people who follow philosophers such as the Stoics, Aquinas, Descartes, and Kant in supposing that only human beings are sufficiently intelligent to have rich subjective lives. The tradition followed this line of thinking as part of an effort to confer on human beings a special, privileged place in the order of things.




Who’s Smarter? 

The ancient Greeks, notably Aristotle, saw humanity as a form of life somewhere between divinity and animality. Aristotle argued that human beings achieve their highest potential when they seek to be as much as possible like gods and as little as possible like “beasts.” This meant learning to regulate our passions by subjugating them to reason. For Aristotle and the Stoic philosophers after him, the possession of reason was the essence of ethical and political conduct; and to the extent that animals lack reason, they not only cannot be ethical or political creatures but also are not the  sorts of beings toward which we have any ethical obligations—animals are excluded categorically from the sphere of justice.

Many years ago, a friend of mine announced one day that it is well established that “dogs are smarter than cats.” I asked him on what grounds he believed dogs to be smarter than cats. He replied, “because you can train a dog to come when you call it, but you can’t train a cat to do the same thing.” I asked him why he thought that trainability to come when called counts as a sign of superior intelligence. His reply took the famous I’m-right-because-prove-that-I’m-wrong form of argumentation: “What else would you use as a criterion?” I proposed independence, resourcefulness in problem solving, or perhaps distinctive personality traits, but none of these were satisfactory; trainability was the gold standard. I think my friend just liked the idea of obedience in animals, and perhaps he was made a little indignant by the inclination of your typical cat not to care a whole lot about what people want. My friend was a proverbial dog person.

I have always taken my friend’s attitude about cats to reflect the anthropocentric prejudice of the philosophical tradition: that human beings are unquestionably superior to all other living beings, and that the more a given being is like a human being the more intelligent that being is. Naturally the only way we can begin to contemplate the inner lives of animals is by analogy to our own mental lives. But we need to be careful not to dismiss as a lack of intelligence, or as a lack of sophistication in inner experience, characteristics in animals that we find difficult or impossible to explain by analogy to our own experience.

Cats are an excellent case in point. They engage in behaviors that, by the standards of human behavior, just seem irrational or pointless. Anyone who has observed a seated cat staring into a corner of the room for a long period of time has got to be baffled as to what is going on in the cat’s mind, if indeed the observer is willing to entertain the hypothesis that the cat has a mind in the first place. I consider it beyond question that Pindar has a mind, even if his mind works differently than my own. I do not believe that cats (or most other animals) are capable of abstract reasoning or conceptual thought, but there is no mistaking the fact that the world matters to cats. We just can’t comprehend the specifics of the cat’s world view, beyond the obvious similarities between its own world view and our own—such as food preferences and the like. The philosophical tradition is right in supposing that at least most  animals are incapable of rational thought; but the tradition has been wrong in assuming that the lack of formal reason deprives animals of the ability to have rich inner lives, and it has been wrong in assuming that a lack of rational capacity confers on animals a moral status inferior to our own.

What I wouldn’t give to be able to talk with Pindar for just five minutes—to find out what his life was like before he came to me, why he kick boxes like a kangaroo when I so much as touch his hind legs, why he swings his tail rhythmically and forcefully back and forth when he is happy, why he occasionally likes to smack me on the side of the face with his paw for no apparent reason, why he absolutely loves to have me stroke him while he is eating, what is going on in that walnut-sized brain of his when he sits for hours in seeming contemplation. In particular, I wonder how his present consciousness is affected by the pain and adversity he must have experienced earlier in his life. I doubt that he can remember it at will.

One thing the ancient Stoic thinkers seem to have been right about is the proposition that animals can recall a past event or object when they experience something in present sensation that reminds them of it, but that animals cannot retrieve particular memories arbitrarily; Seneca says that, for example, a horse can recall a familiar road when it sees the road, but that the horse cannot recall the road when it is standing in its stall.2 Even if Seneca went too far in supposing that animals are imprisoned in an eternal present, lacking any conscious relationship to the past or the future, there seems to be something right in the idea that animals cannot contemplate the distant past or the remote future; due to a lack of capacity for abstraction and predication, the conscious experience of animals appears to be confined within the limits of the present, the recent past, and the near future. This doesn’t mean that animals have no relationship to the distant past or the remote future. Like human beings, animals such as Pindar seem to have a connection to past and future that does not take the form of conscious awareness; just as my personality has been shaped by events that I do not explicitly recall, Pindar’s whole take on life, which differs so sharply from that of Ajax and Cleo, seems to have been influenced   deeply by the challenges and the pain imposed by years of living paw to mouth—by the constant fighting, the daily need to find and kill his dinner, and a lack of the affection that he so evidently craves.

I feel toward Pindar as I would feel toward a fellow human who had been through so much suffering and adversity: I want to provide him with the most comfortable and enjoyable life I possibly can. That he repays my efforts with a great deal of affectionate regard is wonderful, but it is not my primary inducement for caring for him. Nor is it true that cats are creatures from whom we cannot learn to be better human beings. Living with a cat definitely puts you in your place: Where the ancient Greeks believed that we improve ourselves to the extent that we emulate the gods, I can’t help but wonder whether I do not improve myself when I try to be like Pindar.

Cats exhibit such dignity and nobility, such independence and individual uniqueness, that they merit respect by virtue of their very natures. Every day it becomes clearer to me that it would have been a sin to have Pindar killed just because he failed to satisfy our culture’s expectations for a feline amusement-delivery device.
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What Your Cat Can Teach You about Philosophy

JOHN CARVALHO

 

 

 

 

Our first cat was a gift to my mother on her thirtieth birthday. Smokey was still a kitten when we brought her home, and her antics, which included climbing the drapes and leaping from the sofa to a stuffed chair to the head of whoever happened to be sitting in that stuffed chair were blithely tolerated and, even, encouraged.

For some time, we did not know what to expect next from the newest member of our household, nor did Smokey help us by obviously patterning her actions. From what we could tell, she seemed to exhaust herself in random series of activities punctuated by equally random—in no special place, for no fixed length of time—collapses into completely inert states. We learned quickly not to confuse these cat naps with sleep. Sleep was what Smokey did in the period just before we went to bed until some time well before we were ready to get up. On this plan, in what was the dark to us, Smokey carried out a share of her apparently patternless activities free from the bewildered observation of humans.

Cats mature rather quickly, which is to say they get larger, develop more robust appetites and slow down some within a year or so, but something of the kitten always stays with them, even into old age. Of the two cats we now care for, Poacher, who is nearly twenty, still suddenly dashes across the room, up the stairs and back down again in pursuit of something we would be inclined to describe as imaginary if it were clear that cats had an imagination or needed one to be transformed into these expenditures of evidently excess energy. From the beginning of their lives to the end, cats exhibit an élan vital or “vital impulse” that certain philosophers have proscribed for elevated states of human existence, noting that, in large part, ordinary human life suffers from an absence of such exuberance. With these recommendations, they depart from traditional philosophical preoccupation with what is supposed to be most distinctive about being human—the capacity to reason, use language, or make art, for example—and focus, instead, on what human beings share in common with other living things, including cats. Close attention to the vital impulse exhibited by cats may gain us an insight into what these philosophers think is wanting in human life, and it may also give us an insight into the philosophy that advocates the injection of such an impulse into human being.




Élan Vital 

Let’s take a closer look at the term, élan vital, used above to describe the expenditure of energy and life affirming exuberance of cats. This French expression is usually translated as a “vital force” or “vital impulse.” The word “élan” is used in English to denote an “impetuous ardor,” and the whole expression, “élan vital,” is included in our English dictionaries where it is associated with Bergson’s philosophy and defined as “the creative force within an organism that is able to build physical form and to produce growth and necessary or desirable adaptations.” This succinctly translates the concept Bergson introduced in Creative Evolution as a response to Darwinian accounts of evolution which he saw as passive and mechanistic.3 Bergson argued that no mechanism could account either for sudden shifts in the evolution of a species or for the coordination of the multitude of minor changes that necessarily came together to transform the structures of one or another organism. Instead, Bergson theorized that an active, psychic dimension was at work in the adaptations of species, especially the human species, which he termed élan vital.

Could such a creative element have been at work in the evolution of the species Felis silvestris that has given us “domestic” cats? The science about cats seems to corroborate Bergson’s thesis that evolutionary forces alone were not adequate to the task. Felis silvestris is the species of wildcat last to branch out from a long line of the felid family that separated small cats from the big cats about   nine million years ago.4 In sharp contrast to domestic animals whose wild predecessors are extinct or endangered, millions of wildcats thrive to this day in habitats across Europe, Asia, the Near East, and Africa.5

While the shifting climate at the end of the Ice Age forced the wild ancestors of dogs, sheep, cattle, and horses into association with human populations whose fields and garbage they pillaged to supplement what their natural habitat no longer provided, wildcats expanded their habitats and adapted to new environs. Fifteen thousand years later, Felis silvestris is “the most geographically widespread member of the cat family, and the most adaptable.” Adjusting to their “captivity” may be the most recent adaptation of Felis silvestris, but uniquely this adjustment has not produced nor does it appear to have been the result of a significant genetic difference. 6 The house cats, farm cats, and feral cats we call “domestic” differ by no more than five nucleotide substitutions from their wild counterparts which can differ from one another by as many as three substitutions in the chemical spelling of their respective DNA.




Cat Intelligence 

Contrary to what Bergson says, the impetuous exuberance of cats does not appear to be evidence of a vital impulse at work when Felis silvestris split off from its nearest relative, Felis margarita, the sand cat, some two million years ago or when a sub-species of Felis silvestris began to make regular contact with human populations   some eight or nine thousand years ago.7 The evidence suggests that involvement with humans is not the origin of your cat’s élan vital. This vital impulse seems rather to connect house cats to their wild cousins whom we would not likely describe as exuberant or impetuous but rather as feral, fearsome, and fierce. We find the extreme behavior of house cats an exuberant will to life because it appears to us removed from a context in which it might function for wildcats as literally life preserving. House cats give chase and flee, they reach out and grab at quickly moving objects, they crouch low behind real or invisible screens and pounce on wine corks which, animated by the force of their “attack,” induce even more chasing, pouncing, swatting and so on. In the wild, all these skills would be put to use in more serious affairs. In domestic environs, though, these activities are no less explicitly life affirming for your cat and, perhaps unexpectedly, a demonstration of your cat’s intelligence.

What sense does it make to describe a cat as intelligent, and what is the connection of this intelligence to a cat’s “will to life?” We ordinarily measure intelligence by the ability to solve problems or perform complex tasks. In humans, such abilities are often facilitated by critical or abstract or creative reasoning which on its own is taken to be a sign of intelligence (that is, apart from what problems or tasks are in fact solved or performed). By the same token, when a chimpanzee puzzles out how to get ants to eat by inserting a stick in an ant hole and making a meal of those ants that have climbed onto it or when a border collie synthesizes a wide array of different perceptions to perform just those actions which will herd many sheep to a single destination, we say the chimp or the dog demonstrates intelligence even if we hesitate to attribute reasoning to it. There is nothing in the way of problem solving or abstract reasoning that is comparable in cats. Contrary to the prevailing view, cats can be trained (to eat in a designated place or use a litter box where you put it), but they cannot be trained to perform tasks (roll over, fetch a stick, find a favorite toy). In clinical tests, cats show   they can learn and even learn to learn, but they do not exhibit signs of what we ordinarily identify as intelligence. Why is that?

Well, it might be the result of our human prejudice against instinct and our tendency to oppose instinct to intelligence. It may be that we should be more willing than we are to recognize as intelligent behavior that does not ape what we take to be the special accomplishments of human being. What is instinctive comes naturally, we think, but intelligence requires reasoning or training, and reasoning or training don’t come naturally but only after some practice and application. Instincts are also associated with the body, while intelligence is associated with the mind, and we have philosophers to thank for dividing the physical from the psychical and privileging the latter. Plato has Socrates make the following claim in the Phaedo (65e–66a).8

Then the clearest knowledge will surely be attained by one who approaches the object so far as possible by thought, and thought alone, not permitting sight or any other sense to intrude upon his thinking, not dragging in any sense as accompaniment to reason . . . [the] one who gets rid, so far as possible, of eyes and ears and, broadly speaking, of the body altogether, knowing that when the body is the soul’s partner it confuses the soul and prevents it from coming to possess truth and intelligence.



Simmias responds: “What you say, Socrates, is profoundly true,” and this judgment was affirmed by late antique and medieval Christian appropriations of ancient Greek philosophy. The same insight, as it was restated in the seventeenth century by Descartes in the sixth of his Meditations on First Philosophy,9 has had a profound effect on philosophy to the present day, but not every philosopher has accepted the truth of this claim.




Bodily Wisdom 

In Descartes’s time, Spinoza argued that mind and body were not distinct things at all but, as thinking and extension, two of the infinite   attributes of one and the same substance he called, alternately, Nature or God.10 Closer to our time, Maurice Merleau-Ponty argued that the body, in its very corporeality, is the positive site of knowledge and intelligence and that we neglect this situation at our peril.11 More precisely, in Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty argued that the body situates the experience of consciousness in the world and that the body situates itself intentionally, that is to say, with a purpose or an aim in that world. On this view, the mind is inextricably embodied, and the body is ever mindful. “Whether or not I have decided to climb them,” Merleau-Ponty writes, “these mountains appear high to me because they exceed my body’s power to take them in its stride” (p. 440). At the same time, as I walk, “I have the experience of movement in spite of the demands and dilemmas of clear thought” (p. 269), which means my body finds its own way down a crowded urban street without abstract reasoning, in fact, without reasoning at all. For Merleau-Ponty, my body perceives, understands, and thinks. This is not a metaphor. This is not an argument for a special hybrid of the corporeal and the conceptual.

When Merleau-Ponty says that my body situates my awareness or consciousness of the world and situates it intentionally, he means that the body is already a thinking thing, a res cogitans in Descartes’s vocabulary. The body is not an impediment to clear and distinct ideas, as Descartes thought, but the medium without which I have no ideas at all. When a talented athlete makes an exceptional play, it is not because her mind is working so quickly that her body enacts the movements required to execute it. Her body knows what to do on its own. There’s nothing “subconscious” about this. It is rather unconscious in the literal not the psychoanalytic sense of the term (as when we say Venus Williams is unconscious when she slams a swinging volley for a winner in a close match). The mind is thoroughly embodied, the body thoroughly mindful, and in this picture of consciousness and action Merleau-Ponty argues for in humans is ably demonstrated and amplified in the awareness and activities of cats.

The cat’s legendary ability to right itself in a fall and land on all fours, in fact, exemplifies the embodied intentionality, the body as   it is situated in the world, that Merleau-Ponty argues is the basis of all our experiences. There’s nothing about the physicality of the cat’s body that causes it to turn over in flight until all four paws are pointed to the ground. Nor is it something that is innate or hardwired in cats’ brains. It is an intentional relation that cats establish between their bodies and the force of gravity, an intelligent process of testing, judging, reassessing, and evaluation that cats conduct, taking into consideration changes in their bodies and their situations—the height of the fall, the different surfaces they will contact—as they are falling.

What appears natural in cats is really a learned behavior, a practice of the cat’s body regularized as a kitten (between four and six weeks) and improved on in the course of the cat’s life. Your cat has not learned this once and for all at six weeks. She learns it every time she falls, judging the rate of descent, the position of her body, adjusting her posture, preparing her landing. No two falls are identical. Her body is never exactly the same—she’s just eaten or awakened from a nap or fresh from an attack or an escape—and her body responds to the circumstances. Over time what she learns is precisely this: that circumstances will never be the same, there will always be the need for adaptation, and that adaptation is not a mental process but a physical one.




The Will to Hunt 

The cat’s legendary abilities as a hunter, on the other hand, amply demonstrates how that embodied intentionality, as Merleau-Ponty argues, situates our experience and informs our intelligence. Cats possess a range of hearing (into the very high frequencies) and a capacity for visually tracking fast-moving objects (and discriminating from among those objects which are animate and those which are not) that are especially well fashioned for hunting rodents and birds. Beyond these sensory adaptations, though, cats also have exceptional abilities to judge spatial relations, specifically the distance separating them from prey and their potential for covering that distance before the prey eludes them. They have excellent eye-paw coordination, enabling them to strike at prey effectively and to grasp an object and draw it toward them. And anyone who has watched a cat pursue an elusive rodent knows not only just how fast cats are but also how capable they are of changing direction quickly and repeatedly, running at full speed through too-small  spaces, leaping over or around seeming obstructions, and how satisfied they can still seem even if they haven’t made a kill.

Everything a cat knows in these situations comes to her from the purposes of her embodiment in the world. This intelligence appears to us as instinct because we do not see in this activity anything a cat is obviously thinking or planning and, as it turns out, we get this much right. Cats do not plan to hunt. They are opportunists, dedicating less than an hour each day to hunting and pursuing prey as chance presents them. Yet, we miss something if we do not recognize the complex synthesis of psycho-physical powers that go into hunting as intelligence and the embodiment of such intelligence in cats as a special feature of them. Even cats fed regularly with store-bought “delicacies” will hunt and act out hunting practices in our company. In fact, all those apparently excessive expenditures of energy, that vital impulse, that exuberance discussed above are just so many examples of this acting out, and this is how your cat’s intelligence is connected to her “will to live.” In her wild European, Asian and African cousins, this intelligence no doubt serves a important, vital purpose—preservation—but there, as in the case of your domestic feline, it is, perhaps, also an expenditure of vital force that gives expression to a powerful and exemplary will to live.

Nietzsche says that the instinct for self-preservation is only an effect of just such a deeper and more profound will of every living thing to discharge its strength.12 Every living thing, according to Nietzsche, strives for more living. It does not seek to preserve the life it has. It seeks, instead, to enhance its life and to discharge its strength in the service of that end. Nietzsche calls the state of tension that leads a form of life to discharge itself in this way, “life itself” as he understands it, “will to power,” a commanding, vital impulse that directs a living thing to overcome its weaknesses and maximize its strengths .13 This is not a will in the ordinary sense, a determination (to see things through, for example) or a striving (for what you do not already have). It is rather the basic instinct, the “intelligible character” from out of which the rest of our instinctive life has ramified and developed. Will to power is a will to more power and more power after that.




Feline Self-Assertion 

Cats are a wonderful and endearing expression of this basic instinct. Your cat never knows how high she can climb a tree until the day you need a ladder to help her down. Your cat never chases prey, or another cat, she does not expect to overtake. She never flees from another animal she does not expect to escape. He never knows how far he can roam until the day he roams so far your cat adopts a new human family rather than returning home. Your cat always believes you have nothing else to do with your time but let him out and let him in and let him out again and feed her. pet her, brush her, make a lap for her or make room for her on the bed, on the couch or on your chair. Your cat never tires of asserting himself at turns by purring away contentedly as he sits alone in a favorite sunny spot, by insinuating himself in the midst of a task you are trying to complete—dancing between your feet as you stand at a counter preparing your own meal, sitting on the stack of papers on your desk you are working from—or by completely ignoring you precisely when you want some attention from him.

These forms of self-assertion are closely related to another important way your cat discharges her strength and her will to live. Your cat is a tireless seeker of pleasure, and she takes her pleasure where she finds and for just as long as she wants without guilt or remorse about the pleasure she may be depriving you or any other companion animal. Your cat does not seek out the warmest spot in the house on a cold day but a spot warmed to her specifications. When she has had enough of your petting she will leave you without warning or, alternatively, after whipping around to claw and bite the hand that soothes her. In it this propensity which, added to her naturally regal bearing, marks your cat’s nobility, the kind of nobility Nietzsche attributes to certain “sovereign individuals,” those with an aristocratic bearing and a superiority of soul, those we admire because we also fear them. It is as if Nietzsche had cats in mind when he wrote On the Genealogy of Morals to elaborate on a form of human life that stands above and apart from the all-too-human norm.

These exemplary human types, Nietzsche says there, distinguish themselves by their “superiority in power” and “truthfulness” as well as their “superiority of soul.”14 Nietzsche goes so far as to   associate them with what is essentially good and “godlike” in human kind. Among themselves, he say, these types are “so resourceful in consideration, self-control, delicacy, loyalty, pride and friendship,” but among strangers “they are not much better than uncaged beasts of prey” (Section 11).

There they savor a freedom from all social constraints, they compensate themselves in the wilderness for the tension engendered by protracted confinement and enclosure within the peace of society, the go back to the innocent conscience of the best of prey . . . exhilarated and undisturbed . . .



This is the passage containing the infamous reference to “the splendid blonde beast prowling about avidly in search of spoil and victory” which has been correctly interpreted as comparing these noble types with qualities of the lion whose “hidden core needs to erupt from time to time, the animal has to get out again and go back to the wilderness.”




The Superiority of Cats 

Nietzsche may have held that after two thousand years of “slave morality” this mastery is unattainable by human beings, but that should not stop you from appreciating such nobility and something of this beast of prey in your cat. Among her equals and among those she has allowed into her life, she is refined and delicate, considerate and loyal, at ease with her propensity for outbursts and wildness, for sudden bursts of seemingly undirected activity, for excess expenditures of resources that can be recovered with a short nap, for a general exuberance that signs your cat’s personal style. Among strangers she does not trust, among those who do not know how to handle her, those who are intimidated or put off by her unpredictability, she can be unfriendly and fierce. There’s no real evidence that Nietzsche actually had cats in mind while writing this passage or any of the passages cited above, but there is an uncanny affinity between the qualities we appreciate in cats and the exuberant forms of human life that Nietzsche recommends for mere humans.

When your cat loves you, when he accepts you as his equal, he expects love in return: he anticipates your pattern of care for him, and he expects you to anticipate his needs. Much of this is organized around his feeding routines, covering not just a regular schedule of feeding times but also the offering of special meals on what are for you special occasions. It can also include some “rough trade,” a risky variation on your cat’s exuberance in which you provoke and endure your cat clawing and biting you knowing he will stop short of the kind of harm he could do if you were not a friend. In effect, you know your cat loves you when you can tell he accepts that you are up to the task of caring for him. Perhaps he shows this by butting his head against your arm or by rubbing up against your leg with his tail at attention or by curling up alongside you while you sleep, but this is no selfless love you get from your cat. Your cat loves you for himself, because you have made it possible for him to become the cat he is.

So, as you live with your cat, and care for her, and love her, there’s also something you can learn from her about the meaning of living in a world with no set purpose, no obvious plan, adapting creatively to new situations, trusting the intelligence of instinct and the body, putting knowledge in the service of life (and not life in the service of knowledge), living every moment as if it were the only moment, discharging your strength without concern for your reserves, indulging your nobility, your truth, the strength of your soul, and loving completely out of a deep love for yourself.

If this draws an odd picture of philosophy, perhaps the reason is that philosophers have remained skeptical about the value of Nietzsche or, perhaps the reason is, trusting Nietzsche, we have labored for so long under one definition of the word. If Western philosophy has mastered the love of wisdom, what has it to tell us about the wisdom of love? Luce Irigaray notes that we call theology a discourse about God and metrology a science of measure but have never considered philosophy a wisdom of love. She does not doubt that the love of wisdom aptly captures the affection of philosophers from the earliest times, nor that philosophers have given considerable attention to the subject of love (she cites Plato’s Symposium). She asks, nonetheless, what philosophy might become if, reversing the norm, it put wisdom in the service of love.15

Perhaps this is one more thing your cat can teach you about philosophy. In the company of our cats, are we not all students in the wisdom of love?
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