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Abstract: In the last decades, human-animal relations have increasingly come into focus
of cultural studies. According to the diversity of disciplines, different approaches have
been proposed. As the title of this article, which is borrowed from Michel Foucault’s
famous study on “The Order of Things”, already insinuates, this paper approaches the sub-
ject of human-animal relations in the European Middle Ages mainly from the perspective
of the history and sociology of knowledge. However, the question of whether there was
a specific “order of creatures” in the Middle Ages remains highly ambiguous. The study
intends to discuss how far the medieval distinctions of humans and animals were based
on common epistemological premises, and, in particular, to which degree the demarcation
was subject to conflicting interpretations and definitions. Which criteria were applied to
establish a taxonomy of creatures and how far were they accepted or questioned? After
a general introduction to the theoretical background and the contemporary debates on
human-animal relations, the study will examine sources from different (learned) contexts
of the European Middle Ages and discuss them against the background of current “con-
flicting demarcations”.

I. THEORETICAL PRELIMINARIES:
HUMANS, ANIMALS AND CONFLICTING DEMARCATIONS

Already before the appearance of human animal studies in the 1990s, the relation
between human and non-human animals has been rediscovered as a subject of con-
tentious debates in different scientific disciplines. In literary and cultural studies or
history, research has turned its focus, for instance, on the interactions between hu-
mans and animals as well as to symbols and symbolic representations of animals in
narratives, images or rituals.! From the perspective of philosophy and the history of

1 Nik Taylor, Humans, Animals, and Society. An Introduction to Human-Animal Studies, New
York 2013; Forschungsschwerpunkt Tier — Mensch — Gesellschaft (Ed.), Vielfiltig verflochten.
Interdisziplindre Beitrdge zur Tier-Mensch-Relationalitit, Bielefeld 2017; Clif Flynn (Ed.), So-
cial Creatures. A Human and Animal Studies Reader, New York 2008; from the disciplines of
medieval studies see for example: Mark Hengerer and Nadir Weber (Ed.), Animals and Courts.
Europe, c. 1200-1800, Berlin 2019; Thomas Honegger and W. Giinther Rohr (Ed.), Tier und
Religion (Das Mittelalter 12,2), Berlin 2007; Julia Weitbrecht, Lupus in fabula. Mensch-Wolf-
Relationen und die mittelalterliche Tierfabel, in: Tier im Text. Exemplaritdt und Allegorizitat
literarischer Lebewesen, ed. by Hans-Jiirgen Scheuer and Ulrike Vedder (Publikationen zur
Zeitschrift fiir Germanistik 29), Bern 2015, pp. 23-35; Martina Giese, Kostbarer als Gold.
Weille Tiere im Mittelalter, in: Farbe im Mittelalter, ed. by Ingrid Bennewitz and Andrea



12 Marcel Bubert

knowledge, however, one of the central aspects of this discussion is related to the
question of whether or to which extent the categorial difference between humans
and animals is biologically determined or to which degree this taxonomical distinc-
tion is also, at least in part, culturally constructed and, therefore, historically
changeable. Needless to say, these issues raise very serious ethical and political
questions which are still highly controversial.? In particular, these matters are dis-
puted since there is still no agreement about the problem, by means of which crite-
ria the demarcation between human and non-human animals should actually be
established against the background of recent scientific results. Among other criteria,
specific cognitive capacities of organisms have been suggested by several scholars
that could function as markers of difference in this respect. Among them are a cer-
tain kind of consciousness, reasoning, intentional actions, and communication
skills. Especially contentious in this context, however, is the application of these
cognitive criteria for the purpose of defining “personhood”.? For in this regard, the
distinction between human and non-human beings is all the more disputable, since
many of these capacities of course also apply to some non-human animals and will
soon apply to robots and machines with strong Al. Accordingly, they would have to
be considered as “persons”, whereas human organisms which do not meet these
criteria, like a fetus (or a person whose brain is seriously damaged), for instance,
could not be considered persons at all. The American philosopher Mary Anne
Warren, therefore, has famously argued that abortion is acceptable since it does not
involve the death of a person.*

Whereas these considerations are apparently to the disadvantage of fetuses and
people with Alzheimer’s disease, however, the idea of expanding the notion of per-
sonhood to non-human animals like great apes, whales, and elephants, is on the
other hand increasingly supported. Biologists and ethologists like Richard Dawkins
and Jane Goodall, philosophers like Peter Singer, but also jurists like Laurence
Tribe and Gary L. Francione, are leading figures in this debate.’ The Australian

Schindler (Akten des Symposiums des Medidvistenverbands 13), Berlin 2011, pp. 665-680;
Martina Giese, Der Adler als kaiserliches Symbol in staufischer Zeit, in: Staufisches Kaisertum
im 12. Jahrhundert. Konzepte, Netzwerke, politische Praxis, ed. by Stefan Burckardt et al.,
Regensburg 2010, pp. 323-360.

2 See the contributions in: Martin Bohnert, Kristian K6chy and Matthias Wunsch (Ed.), Philoso-
phie der Tierforschung, 2 vol., Freiburg 2016; Robert W. Lurz (Ed.), The Philosophy of Animal
Minds, Cambridge 2009; Dominik Perler and Markus Wild (Ed.), Der Geist der Tiere. Philoso-
phische Texte zu einer aktuellen Diskussion, Frankfurt am Main 2005.

3 Hans Werner Ingensiep, Der kultivierte Affe als ,Person’? Philosophische und wissenschafts-
historische Streifziige zum Great Ape Projekt, in: Philosophie der Tierforschung, ed. by Martin
Bohnert, Kristian Kochy and Matthias Wunsch, vol. 2, Freiburg 2016, pp. 195-220; Volker
Sommer, Menschenaffen als Personen? Das Great Ape Project im Fiir und Wider, in: ibid.,
pp. 221-252; Charles Taylor, The Concept of a Person, in: Philosophical Papers 1 (1985),
pp. 97-114; Mary Midgley, Persons and Non-Persons, in: In Defense of Animals, ed. by Peter
Singer, New York 1985, pp. 52-62.

4 The classical paper is: Mary Anne Warren, On the Moral and Legal Status of Abortion, in: The
Monist 57 (1973), pp. 43-61; see also: Mary Anne Warren, Moral Status. Obligations to Per-
sons and Other Living Things, Oxford 2000.

5  Most influential among the numerous publications were: Jane Goodall, In the Shadow of Man,
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philosopher Peter Singer, whose book on “Animal liberation” of 1975 became the
founding ethical study on the subject, has repeatedly backed up the views of Mary
Anne Warren by stressing the personhood of chimpanzees and dolphins, in opposi-
tion to newborn children or dementia patients.® In any case, it becomes clear at this
point that the whole discussion is not only relevant for ethical concerns about ani-
mal treatment or the protection of species, but also for every consideration concer-
ning the definition and treatment of human persons.

However, why is it important to address these issues in this article? The argu-
ments which are produced in current debates on demarcation criteria, as we will
see, can serve as a point of departure for the subsequent analysis of medieval dis-
cussions on the relation of humans and animals. For this purpose, I first want to take
a closer look at the so called “cognitive criteria” of personhood as they have been
defined by Mary Anne Warren. In her classical essay on the matter she lists five
points: consciousness (of objects external or internal to the being), reasoning (the
capacity to solve new and relatively complex problems), self-motivated activity
(the ability to display coordinated and purposeful actions that are not motivated by
external stimuli), the ability to communicate (by whatever means), and finally, self-
awareness.” As “self-motivated activity” can be understood as purposeful and goal-
oriented action, this aspect is also related to the problem of intentionality and.?
therefore, the intentional actions or “agency” of animals.” Insofar as (human) inten-
tions are regarded by many authors as mental states which cause specific actions,'?
this notion raises the questions of how to demarcate human and non-human
consciousness and actions. While philosophers like Mary Anne Warren and Peter
Singer wrote their fundamental statements mainly in the 1970s, however, more
recent scientific results, above all the results of neuroscience, have put the whole
discussion on an entirely new basis. In 2012, a group of leading neuroscientists
published a collective statement, called the “Cambridge Declaration on Conscious-
ness”, which demonstrates the viewpoint of natural science on consciousness:

Convergent evidence indicates that non-human animals have the neuroanatomical, neuro-
chemical, and neurophysiological substrates of conscious states along with the capacity to
exhibit intentional behaviors. Consequently, the weight of evidence indicates that humans
are not unique in possessing the neurological substrates that generate consciousness. Non-

London 1971; Peter Singer, Animal Liberation. A New Ethics for Our Treatment of Animals,
New York 1975; Peter Singer and Paola Cavalieri (Ed.), The Great Ape Project: Equality
Beyond Humanity, London 1993; Gary L. Francione, Animals As Persons. Essays on the Abo-
lition of Animal Exploitation, New York 2008.

6  Peter Singer, Rethinking Life and Death: The Collapse of Our Traditional Ethics, Melbourne
1994; see Midgley, Persons and Non-Persons (note 3); Sommer, Menschenaffen als Personen?
(note 3).

7 Warren, On the Moral and Legal Status of Abortion (note 4), p. 55.

8  On intentionality in general: John R. Searle, Intentionality: An Essay in the Philosophy of
Mind, Cambridge 1983; Elizabeth Anscombe, Intention, Oxford 1957.

9  Sven Wirth et al. (Ed.), Das Handeln der Tiere. Tierliche Agency im Fokus der Human-Animal
Studies, Bielefeld 2015.

10 Donald Davidson, Essays on Actions and Events, Oxford 22001.
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human animals, including all mammals and birds, and many other creatures, including
octopuses, also possess these neurological substrates.'!

It is important to understand, at this point, on which assumptions these arguments
are actually based. The cited declaration of neuroscientists postulates mental states
of animals on the basis of observed neurological processes which are considered as
“correlates” of mental phenomena. How much this approach actually reveals about
consciousness, however, remains of course highly ambiguous. In his famous and
very influential essay “What is it like to be a bat?” of 1974, the philosopher Thomas
Nagel has argued that despite the advanced possibilities to scientifically observe
and describe the functionality of organisms, it still remains impossible to analyze
the subjective conscious experience of a living creature.'”> We will never know what
it is like to be a bat. Nevertheless, although this objection (concerning the subjec-
tive character of experience) is, of course, totally convincing, it still cannot be
denied that the results of neuroscience and brain research have to a certain degree
enforced a far-reaching reevaluation of the relationship between human and non-
human animals in almost every academic discipline. For not only the consciousness
of animals but also the understanding of the human ‘mind’, on which the demarca-
tion of human beings was traditionally based, appears in a totally different light.
Against this background, research has often drawn quite radical conclusions.
Whereas some philosophers, like already Thomas Nagel, have argued against the
reduction of mental phenomena to physical processes,!? others have long ago dis-
missed and rejected the traditional notion of the human mind. In this context, the
older concept of mind is often seen in the light of two major traditions of European
intellectual history: On the one hand, the Cartesian dualism of matter and mind is
rejected, insofar as the mind cannot be regarded as a “substance” anymore which
exists independently from its physical environment, as was presupposed in Descar-
tes’ substance dualism.!* Current researchers on consciousness, like the German
philosopher Thomas Metzinger, consider mental states as simulations of the brain
that can be reduced to neural correlates.'> On the other hand, brain researchers de-
marcate their scientifically advanced position from the theological doctrine of the
(immortal) soul which is often regarded as a relic of a long-standing religious idea

11 Philip Low et al., The Cambridge Declaration on Consciousness, Cambridge 2012.

12 Thomas Nagel, What Is It Like to Be a Bat?, in: The Philosophical Review 83,4 (1974),
pp- 435-450.

13 See the discussions in: John R. Searle, Mind. A Brief Introduction, Oxford 2005; Galen Strawson,
Mental Reality, Cambridge MA, 2010; Markus Gabriel, Ich ist nicht Gehirn. Philosophie des
Geistes fiir das 21. Jahrhundert, Berlin 2015.

14 Thomas Metzinger (Ed.), Grundkurs Philosophie des Geistes, vol. 2: Das Leib-Seele-Problem,
Paderborn 2007.

15 Thomas Metzinger, Subjekt und Selbstmodell. Die Perspektivitidt phinomenalen Bewusstseins
vor dem Hintergrund einer naturalistischen Theorie mentaler Reprisentation, Paderborn 21999;
Thomas Metzinger, Der Ego-Tunnel. Eine neue Philosophie des Selbst: Von der Hirnforschung
zur Bewusstseinsethik, Miinchen 2017; see also: Gerhard Roth, Aus Sicht des Gehirns, Frank-
furt am Main 2003.
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of man that has been overcome by present-day scientific results.!® This perspective
on the theological tradition, however, goes oftentimes along with the assumption
that particularly the theologians of the “Christian Middle Ages” had established a
largely homogeneous doctrine of the human soul which then governed European
thinking about the nature and dignity of man for centuries.!” On the basis of this
doctrine, however, Christian theologians had supposedly created a metaphysical
understanding of human nature, and, by doing so, reinforced an ontological diffe-
rence between human and non-human beings that gave strict preeminence to human
creatures. That the medieval period has apparently a rather negative image in this
narrative can be shown, for instance, by the programmatic statements of Peter
Singer who demarcates his utilitarian ethics from a medieval tradition: “The notion
that human life is sacred just because it‘s human is medieval”.!® In this perspective,
the revaluation of human-animal relations at the end of the 20th century appears as
refusal of a long-standing tradition of western thinking that was essentially shaped
in the Middle Ages: “After ruling our thoughts and our decisions about life and
death for nearly two thousand years, the traditional Western ethic has collapsed*.!?

16  Gerhard Scheyda, Die theologische Lehre von der unsterblichen Seele vor dem Hintergrund der
Diskussion in den Neurowissenschaften, Diss. Aachen 2014; see for instance the radical mate-
rialistic approach of Francis Crick, The Astonishing Hypothesis. The Scientific Search for the
Soul, New York 1995; on Cartesianism and the theological doctrine of the soul as two major
traditions which shaped western notions of the human mind, see also: John R. Searle, Aussich-
ten fiir einen neuen Realismus, in: Der Neue Realismus, ed. by Markus Gabriel, Frankfurt am
Main 2014, pp. 292-307.

17 The sometimes decidedly polemical stance towards the theological tradition and a religious
notion of human beings is of course, at least in some prominent cases, related to the overall
agenda of scientific “New Atheism”: One of the most influential proponents, the British Biolo-
gist Richard Dawkins, is also one of the best-known advocates for animal rights and has pub-
lished on animal decision making (Richard Dawkins, A Threshold Model of Choice Behaviour,
in: Animal Behaviour 17,1 (1969), pp. 120-133; for his criticism of religion see in particular:
Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion, New York 2006 (German “Der Gotteswahn”, Berlin
2007); The Greatest Show on Earth. The Evidence for Evolution, New York 2009 (German:
“Die Schopfungsliige”, Berlin 2010); The Blind Watchmaker. Why the Evidence of Evolution
Reveals a Universe without Design, New York 1986.

18 The comparison with the Copernican Revolution which Singer evokes in the context of this
statement makes all the more clear that he intends to challenge a supposed medieval world-
view: “That day had to come when Copernicus proved that the earth is not at the center of the
universe. It is ridiculous to pretend that the old ethics make sense when plainly they do not. The
notion that human life is sacred just because it‘s human is medieval” (Peter Singer, Killing
Babies Isn‘t Always Wrong, in: London Spectator (16.09.1995), p. 20 <http://archive.spectator.
co.uk/article/16th-september-1995/20/killing-babies-isnt-always-wrong> (27.05.2021).

19 Peter Singer, Rethinking Life and Death. The Collapse of Our Traditional Ethics, Melbourne
1994, p. 1.
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II. AMEDIEVAL ORDER OF CREATURES?

Against the background of the demarcation of current scientific views from earlier
traditions of thinking, in which the boundaries of humans and animals and the
preeminence of man were supposedly unchallenged, the novelty of contemporary
debates on these issues seems in fact radical. In the religious worldview of pre-
modern centuries, in particular those of the Middle Ages, one might think, was no
place for subversive debates of that kind. However, at first glance, there are indeed
good reasons to believe that the premises of medieval authors concerning the human
soul and the relation of humans and animals did in fact leave little scope for discus-
sion but established a rather unambiguous and static order of things, an authorita-
tive medieval order of creatures.

Fundamental for this theologically founded strict distinction between humans
and animals in the Christian and Jewish tradition is, of course, the following pas-
sage from the Book of Genesis which provided a clear normative guideline for its
medieval recipients:

Then God said: Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have domi-
nion over the fish of the sea and the birds of the sky and over the cattle, and over all the
earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth (Genesis 1:26).

With this passage, two essential premises were established: a strict categorial dis-
tinction of humans and animals as well as a clear hierarchy between them. In the
course of the Middle Ages, however, this biblical distinction and hierarchy has been
further corroborated and supplemented by philosophical and scientific explana-
tions. In the context of the reception of the writings of Aristotle (and in particu-
lar his work on the soul, De anima), from the High Middle Ages onwards, the
established demarcation of humans and animals was effectively connected with
Aristotle’s theory of the soul. Aristotle had basically distinguished plants, animals,
and humans by means of his theory of three specific faculties of the soul.’ Accor-
ding to this theory, all living creatures including plants and animals in fact have a
soul, as opposed to lifeless objects, yet with different particular faculties: Whereas
plants dispose only of the vegetative soul, which allows for reproduction, animals
possess, in addition to that, the sensitive soul, which enables them to perceive. Only
man, however, who stands at the top of the scala naturae, features the intellective
soul, the anima intellectiva, and therefore, only man is capable for reasoning 2l p
connection with the Aristotelian theory of the soul, the precise demarcation of hu-

20 Aristoteles, Uber die Seele, ed. by Horst Seidl, Hamburg 1995; on this see: Hubertus Busche,
Die Seele als System. Aristoteles” Wissenschaft von der Psyche, Hamburg 2001.

21 Aristoteles, Uber die Seele, Buch 3, Kap. 4-7; on the reception by the scholastics: Theodor W.
Kohler, Grundlagen des philosophisch-anthropologischen Diskurses im dreizehnten Jahrhun-
dert, Leiden 2000; Paul Hellmeier, Anima et intellectus. Albertus Magnus und Thomas von
Aquin iiber Seele und Intellekt des Menschen (Beitridge zur Geschichte der Philosophie und
Theologie des Mittelalters 75), Miinster 2011; Odon Lottin, Psychologie et Morale aux XII° et
XIII¢ siecles, 6 vol., Louvain 1942-1960; Gyula Klima (Ed.), Questions on the Soul by John
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mans and animals could be reinforced by means of the human intellect and intellec-
tual capacities which drew a clear line in the taxonomy of creatures. Numerous
theologians have discussed the nature of man on the basis of these assumptions: In
terms of genus (genus proximum), man was a sensual creature. Concerning the
specific differentia (differentia specifica), however, a human being was marked by
rationality.??> For Thomas Aquinas, consequently, man is defined as “animal ratio-
nale” which is distinguished from all other creatures by the anima intellectiva.??

This specific “order of creatures”, which was based on Aristotle and theological
premises, could, at first glance, be considered as more or less authoritative for me-
dieval perspectives on human-animal relations. Furthermore, the ontological diffe-
rence between humans and animals that was established in this order, seems to have
basically prevailed until the modern era. In the long-term historical perspective, the
strict distinction of humans and animals had been even more corroborated after the
Middle Ages by René Descartes who considered animals as mindless robots that
were incapable of thinking.24 Afterwards, it was only Charles Darwin, according to
this narrative, who set the stage for a totally different view in the 19 century. Darwin
claimed that human consciousness and intelligence actually emerged from less deve-
loped states, which suggested a difference in degree, rather than a difference in kind
(as in the traditions of Aristotle and Descartes).> After this fundamental challenge
by Darwin and evolutionary theory, however, thinkers of postmodernism, like
Jacques Derrida,?® and utilitarian philosophers, like Peter Singer, finally questioned
the distinction of humans and animals altogether, just before neuroscience and arti-
ficial intelligence basically abolished the traditional notions irretrievably.

The virtue of this narrative lies certainly in its simplicity. The history from
Aristotle and the Aristotelian scholastics of the Middle Ages up to the deconstruc-
tion of the present allows for a relatively clear and unambiguous depiction of the
long-term historical development.?” From a medievalist perspective, however, the

Buridan and Others. A Companion to John Buridan’s Philosophy of Mind (Historical-Analytical
Studies on Nature, Mind and Action 3), Cham 2017.

22 Richard Heinzmann, Thomas von Aquin. Eine Einfiihrung in sein Denken, Stuttgart 1994, p. 34.

23 Unde dicendum est quod nulla alia forma substantialis est in homine, nisi sola anima intellectiva
(Thomas von Aquin, Summa theologiae, I, Editio Leonina, vol. 4, Rom 1888, q. 76, art. 4c); siche
auch: Andreas Speer, Das Gliick des Menschen (S.th. I-II, qq. 1-5), in: Thomas von Aquin: Die
Summa theologiae. Werkinterpretationen, ed. by Andreas Speer, Berlin 2005, pp. 141-167,
p. 159f; Riidiger Feulner, Christus Magister. Gnoseologisch-didaktische Erlgsungsparadigmen
in der Kirchengeschichte der Friihzeit und des Mittelalters bis zum Beginn der Reformation
(orientalia — patristica — oecumenica 11), Wien 2006, p. 231.

24 Markus Wild, Die anthropologische Differenz. Der Geist der Tiere in der frithen Neuzeit bei
Montaigne, Descartes und Hume, Berlin 2006, pp. 173-259; Markus Wild, Tierphilosophie zur
Einfiihrung, Hamburg #2019, pp. 29-33; James Parker, Animal Minds, Animal Souls, Animal
Rights, Lanham 2010, pp. 16-17.

25 Lance Workman, Charles Darwin. The Shaping of Evolutionary Thinking, Basingstoke 2014,
pp- 177f.; Wild, Tierphilosophie (note 24), pp. 33-36.

26  Among the many writings of Derrida on animal philosophy see in particular: Jacques Derrida,
The Animal that Therefore I am, New York 2008 (French: L’ Animal que donc je suis, Paris 2006).

27 For the sake of brevity, I have skipped some important authors of the early modern period who
have questioned the Aristotelian and Cartesian views even before Darwin, well known to histo-
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question of whether the theological and Aristotelian premises of, admittedly, many
medieval thinkers inevitably led to a coherent and homogeneous “order of creatu-
res” in which humans and animals were in fact ontologically distinguished, is not
altogether clear. Rather it seems, by contrast, that the perspectives of medieval
authors on human-animal relations were by far more differentiated and diverse. The
intellectual dynamics between conflicting interpretations, in this regard, could
sometimes lead to quite surprising views. Because of such dynamics and conflicts,
however, it seems that in specific social and epistemic contexts the rules of dis-
course, the rules of what was possible to say, were not as rigorously as one might
think but could in fact allow for rather unexpected statements.

III. CONFLICTING DEMARCATIONS AND THE AMBIGUOUS
ORDER OF CREATURES

How the internal dynamics in contentious debates between conflicting scholars
could stimulate this kind of contingency can be shown by the following example. In
the 14" century, the English theologian Adam of Wodeham, who had studied at the
university of Oxford in the 1320s and was a member of the Franciscan Order, dis-
cussed the problem of human-animal relations in his commentary on the Sentences
of Peter Lombard.?® In particular, Adam is interested in the question of whether
animals have the ability to estimate, to judge, and therefore, to make ‘mistakes’ like
human beings (in terms of judgements which are appropriate or not).>® Although
Adam concedes that we cannot actually know what happens inside the animal’s
head (scire non possumus), he nevertheless recognizes the danger that would
emerge if we dare to answer this question affirmatively: If we say that animals can
make assessments and judgements of a certain complexity, however, we would be
obliged to attribute to them a certain sort of “reasoning”, at least a “practical rea-
son” (ratio practica). This, however, would force us accordingly to call them
“rational creatures” (animalia rationalia), which is, as we have seen, the exclusive

rians of Western philosophy: Michel de Montaigne (1533-1592) and David Hume (1711-1776)
have each ascribed to animals the capacity of thinking and reasoning (see: Deborah Boyle,
Hume on Animal Reason, in: Hume Studies 29 (2003), pp. 3-28; Wild, Die Anthropologische
Differenz (Note 24), pp. 43—134, 243-256); nevertheless, Darwin’s approach was certainly the
most profound and long-lasting challenge to the anthropological “differentiation”.

28 On Adam of Wodeham in general: William J. Courtenay, Adam Wodeham. An Introduction to
His Life and Writings, Leiden 1978.

29  On this discussion: Anselm Oelze, Animal Rationality. Later Medieval Theories 1250-1350
(Investigating Medieval Philosophy 12), Leiden 2018, pp. 123-129; Anselm Oelze, Konnen
Tiere irren? Philosophische Antworten aus dem 13. und 14. Jahrhundert, in: Irrtum — Error —
Erreur, ed. by Andreas Speer and Maxime Mauriege (Miscellanea Mediaevalia 40), Berlin
2018, pp. 179-194; Dominik Perler, Intentionality and Action. Medieval Discussions on the
Cognitive Capacities of Animals, in: Intellect et imagination dans la philosophie médiévale,
vol. 1, ed. by Maria Cindida Pacheco and José Francisco Meirinhos (Rencontres de Philoso-
phie Médiévale 11,1), Turnhout 2006, pp. 72-98; Cyrille Michon, Intentionality and Proto-
Thoughts, in: Ancient and Medieval Theories of Intentionality, ed. by Dominik Perler, Leiden
2001, pp. 325-342, pp. 325-327.
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category of human beings according to Aristotle. As a result, this ascription would
basically undermine the ontological difference of humans and animals altogether,
as Adam demonstrates:

[But if that would be the case], it would be consequent to ascribe to them a practical reason
(ratio practica), that is the practical assessment of choosing and refusing, of pursuing and
avoiding. For so they would act if they had such assessment. And then I do not see why
they should not be called rational creatures (animalia rationalia).>°

For Adam of Wodeham, this challenge to the established Aristotelian “order of crea-
tures” went certainly too far. Because the consequences of that idea would be so
subversive to the order of the world, Adam finally rejects the possibility of animal
judgements at the end of his discussion. There he states that animals “neither deli-
berate, nor do they judge (nec deliberant nec iudicant). [...] Instead, this [the obser-
ved behavior] results in fact from a natural instinct (ex instinctu naturae)” 3!

Besides some obvious doubts about the cognitive capacities of animals, Adams
answer to the problem finally remains within the boundaries of the established Aris-
totelian paradigm. For him, reasoning and rationality are exclusive features of
human beings. However, his answer did not really offer a satisfactory explanation
for the observed behavior of animals which suggested that they do actually make a
certain sort of assessment or judgment, at least in some specific situations. Conse-
quently, a contemporary of Adam directly reacted to this unsatisfying answer by
proposing an entirely different solution. Gregory of Rimini differed from the
Franciscan Adam not only because he joined the Order of the Hermits of Saint
Augustine, but in particular because he received his intellectual education at the
university of Paris where he became a Master of theology in the 1340s.3> However,
as he was especially interested in the recent writings of Oxford thinkers, like
William of Ockham, for instance, he was also familiar with the works of Adam
Wodeham, to which he reacted in his own commentary on the Sentences of Peter
Lombard >3

For Gregory, Adams opinion that the behavior of animals resulted completely
from a “natural instinct” did not provide an adequate explanation. The behavior of

30 Sed si hoc movere deberet, esset consequenter in eis ponenda ratio practica, id est dictamen
practicum de eligendis et respuendis, prosequendis et fugiendi. Sic enim agunt si dictamen
haberent. Et tunc non video quare non debeant animalia rationalia appellari (Adam Wodeham,
Lectura secunda in librum primum sententiarum, q. 4, vol. 1: Prologus et distinctio prima, ed.
Rega Wood, St. Bonaventure 1990, p. 99).

31 [...] nec deliberant nec iudicant. [...] Sed hoc est ex instinctu naturae (Adam Wodeham, Lec-
tura secunda in librum primum sententiarum, ed. Wood (note 30), pp. 99-100).

32 Stephen F. Brown, Gregory of Rimini (ca. 1300—1358), in: Historical Dictionary of Medieval
Philosophy and Theology, ed. by Stephen F. Brown and Juan Carlos Flores, Lanham 2007,
pp- 129-131; Christopher Schabel, Gregory of Rimini, in: The Stanford Encyclopedia of Phi-
losophy (Fall 2015 Edition), ed. by Edward N. Zalta <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/
fall2015/entries/gregory-rimini/> (27.05.2021).

33 Perler, Intentionality and Action (note 29), pp. 89-94; Oelze, Animal Rationality (note 29),
pp- 134-141; see also: Michon, Intentionality and Proto-Thoughts (note 29), p. 326.
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animals, in some instances, could only be explained sufficiently when we attribute
to them the capacity of judgement. When animals move towards a certain object,
this move requires, according to Gregory, also a certain judgement on the relevance
of that object:

This movement, as it follows the animal appetite and this appetite follows a (sensual) appre-
hension, requires in addition to the simple sensual apprehension a judgement (iudicium),
on the basis of which was judged (iudicatur) whether the object is useful or necessary or
whatever*

With this particular view, as Anselm Oelze has pointed out,*> Gregory of Rimini is
quite close to a position which in contemporary debates is represented by the Ame-
rican philosopher John Searle. Searle argues that although we cannot know whether
animals have propositional representations of the world in terms of subject, predi-
cate and object, they nevertheless do hold certain beliefs about the world which in-
volve judgements of a lower degree.*® However, the medieval philosopher Gregory
of Rimini is, of course, entirely aware of the consequences which theoretically result
from his answer to the question of animal judgement. The fear of Adam Wodeham
that we would be forced to ascribe practical reasoning to animals and, consequently,
would be obliged to classify them as “animalia rationalia”, does not seriously trou-
ble Gregory of Rimini. The desire to refute the view of his opponent is so strong
that he does not even shrink back from basically undermining the order of creatures.
At least he is totally comfortable with calling animals rational creatures: “If you
therefore want to call them rational beings (rationalia), you can do so, for words are
supposed to appeal”.’’

Whereas the view of Gregory of Remini is, of course, rather audacious and not
representative for “the Middle Ages”, his principal direction of thinking is, never-
theless, not entirely unique. Several other medieval authors have thought about the
cognitive capacities of animals and compared them to the intellectual abilities of
humans. On the one hand, there are quite a few anonymous texts which use the

34 Ergo motus iste, cum sit per appetitum animalem et talis appetitus sequitur apprehensionem,
praesupponit praeter simplicem apprehensionem sensibilis iudicium quo iudicatur illud utile
vel necessarium aut tale vel tale (Gregory of Rimini, Lectura in primum et secundum Sententi-
arum, q. 3, ed. Damasus Trapp and Willigis Eckermann (Spétmittelalter und Reformation 6),
vol. 1, Berlin 1981, p. 304).

35 Oelze, Konnen Tiere irren? (note 29), p. 192.

36 JohnR. Searle, Animal Minds, in: Midwest Studies in Philosophy 19 (1994), pp. 206-219; for
Searle, many animals have “consciousness, intentionality, and thought processes” (ibid.,
p-206) which enables them to hold certain beliefs that are yet not necessarily propositional; this
view is opposed by Donald Davidson who claims that “in order to have a belief, it is necessary
to have the concept of belief” and “in order to have the concept of belief, one must have lan-
guage” (Donald Davidson, Rational Animals, in: Actions and Events: Perspectives on the
Philosophy of Donald Davidson, ed. by Ernest Lepore and Brian McLaughlin, New York 1985,
pp- 473-480, p. 478).

37 Sitamen velis illa etiam vocare rationalia, potes, quia vocabula sunt ad placitum (Gregory of
Rimini, Lectura in primum et secundum Sententiarum (note 34), p. 306).
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word “iudicare” to describe the behavior of animals.*® On the other hand, also more
famous scholars, like the Dominican theologian Albert the Great, have elaborated
on the subject. Albert goes of course not so far to attribute rationality to animals.
For him, as for Thomas Aquinas, reason and intellect are distinctive features of
humans. However, in a specific epistemic context, Albert too gets in a situation
which encourages him to make some significant distinctions.>® In his work on zoo-
logy, De animalibus, Albert was faced with a delicate taxonomical problem. For in
his classification of all living creatures, he of course also had to account for the as-
sumption of wondrous and monstrous races which were supposed to live in distant
parts of the inhabited world. In a long-standing tradition, which goes back to
Augustine and Isidore of Seville, these wondrous people were considered as natural
parts of the divinely ordained creation, as they were obviously created “divina
voluntate” as part of Gods overall plan.** However, they had to be distinguished
from humans as well as from animals. Several scholastics of Albert’s time had dis-
cussed the question of whether the “monsters” like the cynocephali should be regar-
ded as rational creatures, whether they were capable to hold religious beliefs or to
act purposefully by means of using instruments and artes.*! For Albert, the most
intricate case concerned the category of the pygmies. Although these wondrous
people seem to act like human beings (in terms of riding horses, for instance), they
nevertheless should rank among the animals (animalia), since they lack full rationa-
lity.*> However, as regards their supposed rational-like behavior, they were obvi-
ously more than ordinary animals. Faced with this problem, Albert proposes a subtle

38 As for instance in early treatises on Aristotle’s De anima from the Faculty of arts in Paris:
Anonymus Artium Magister, De anima et potenciis eius, ed. René Antoine Gauthier, Le Traité
De anima et de potenciis eius d’un maitre &s arts (vers 1225), in: Revue des sciences philoso-
phiques et théologiques 66 (1982), pp. 3-55.

39  On this discussion by Albert see in particular: Theodor W. Kéhler, Homo animal nobilissimum.
Konturen des spezifisch Menschlichen in der naturphilosophischen Aristoteleskommentierung
des dreizehnten Jahrhunderts, vol. 2/1, Leiden 2014, pp. 197-201; Theodor W. Kéhler, Homo
animal nobilissimum, vol. 1, Leiden 2008, pp. 441f.; Theodor W. Kohler, De quolibet modo
hominis. Alberts des GroBen philosophischer Blick auf den Menschen (Lectio Albertina 10),
Miinster 2009; Theodor W. Kohler, Sachverhaltsbeobachtung und axiomatische Vorgaben. Zur
Struktur wissenschaftlicher Erfassung konkreter AuBerungsweisen des Menschlichen im
13. Jahrhundert, in: Erfahrung und Beweis. Die Wissenschaften von der Natur im 13. und
14. Jahrhundert, ed. by Alexander Fidora and Matthias Lutz-Bachmann, Berlin 2007, pp. 125—
150; Thérese Bonin, The Emanative Psychology of Albertus Magnus, in: Topoi 19 (2000),
pp. 45-57.

40 Marina Miinkler and Werner Rocke, Der ordo-Gedanke und die Hermeneutik der Fremde im
Mittelalter: Die Auseinandersetzung mit den monstrosen Volkern des Erdrandes, in: Die Her-
ausforderung durch das Fremde, ed. by Herfried Miinkler, Berlin 1998, pp. 701-766, p. 725f;
Marina Miinkler, Die Worter und die Fremden: Die monstrosen Volker und ihre Lesarten im
Mittelalter, in: Hybride Kulturen im mittelalterlichen Europa, ed. by Michael Borgolte and
Bernd Schneidmiiller (Europa im Mittelalter 16), Berlin 2010, pp. 27-49.

41 Miinkler/Rocke, Der ordo-Gedanke und die Hermeneutik der Fremde (note 40), pp. 750-757.

42 Talia enim animalia, quae pigmei dicuntur, multi viderunt: et habent etiam equos valde parvos,
super quos ascendunt et equitant: sed usum rationis non habent (Albertus Magnus, De anima-
libus, VII, tract. 1, cap. 6, ed. Hermann Stadler, vol. 1 (Beitrdage zur Geschichte der Philosophie
des Mittelalters 15), Miinster 1916, p. 521).
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hierarchy in which the wondrous human-like creatures were posed between actual
human beings and great apes according to their alleged intellectual capacity. The
existence of an intermediate stage within this intellectual hierarchy, however, appa-
rently motivates Albert to reflect on the cognitive capacities of the pygmies. As the
differences between the stages in this model seem rather gradual, Albert says about
the pygmies that although they do not have full reason, they still display at least
“shades of reason” (umbra rationis) *® However inferior, this umbra rationis enab-
les them to participate in the principles of human rationality.** Moreover, like all
other apes, they are also capable to produce at least “imperfect logical arguments”
(argumentationes imperfecta).® In this perspective, the ability of reasoning appears
less as an exclusive feature of humans but as something that gradually increases.
For Albert, the difference both between umbra rationis and ratio, and between ar-
gumentationes imperfectae and argumentationes, seems to be a difference in degree
rather than a difference in kind.

Compared to current debates in animal philosophy, Albert’s approach could be
considered, at least in principal, as an argument in favor of “assimilation” (rather
than “differentiation”). His assumption of an intermediate stage, however, which
basically “bridges” the gap between humans and animals, was adopted by the
French scholar Nicole Oresme (c. 1330—1382) in a similar epistemic context. In his
taxonomical distinction, Oresme even reflects about several stages in the generation
of man (in generatione hominis) which successively lead from sperm (sperma) at
the beginning to the ultimate stages of apes, pygmies, and perfect humans.*® As
Rudolf Simek has noted with regard to this passage, the notion of gradual develop-

ment appears almost “Darwinist” 47

43 Ratio enim duo habet quorum unum est ex reflexione sua ad sensum et memoriam, et ibi est per-
ceptio experimenti. Secundum autem est quod habet secundum quod exaltatur versus intellectum
simplicem: et sic est elecitiva universalis quod est principium artis et scientiae. Pigmeus autem
nun habet nisi primum istorum: et ideo non habet nisi umbram rationis (Albertus Magnus, De
animalibus, XXI, tract. 1, cap. 2, ed. Stadler, vol. 2, p. 1328).

44 Kohler, Homo animal nobilissimum (note 39), vol. 2/1, p. 199; see also: Bernd Roling, Drachen
und Sirenen. Die Rationalisierung und Abwicklung der Mythologie an den européischen Uni-
versitdten (Mittellateinische Studien und Texte 42), Leiden 2010, pp. 495-496.

45 Albertus Magnus, De animalibus, XXI, tract. 1, cap. 3, ed. Stadler, vol. 2, pp. 1331f.; Bernd
Roling, Syllogismus brutorum. Die Diskussion der animalischen Rationalitit bei Albertus
Magnus und ihre Rezeption im Mittelalter und in der Friihen Neuzeit, in: Recherche de théolo-
gie et philosophie médiévales 78/1 (2011), pp. 221-275; Oelze, Animal Rationality (note 29),
pp. 150-155.

46 Dic quod in generatione hominis ista se sequuntur: primo est sperma, 2° est ut fungus terre, 3°
ut animal quasi non figuratum ut narrat Aristoteles in 7 animalium quod est quoddam quod
dubium est utrum sit planta vel animal et cetera, 4° ut symeus, 5° ut pigmeus, 6° est homo
perfectus et cetera (Nicole Oresme, De causis mirabilium cap. 3, ed. Bert Hansen, Nicole
Oresme and the Marvels of Nature. A Study of His ‘De causis mirabilium’ with Critical Edition,
Translation and Commentary, Toronto 1985, p. 238).

47 Rudolf Simek, Altnordische Kosmographie. Studien und Quellen zu Weltbild und Weltbe-
schreibung in Norwegen und Island vom 12. bis zum 14. Jahrhundert (Ergiinzungsbidnde zum
Reallexikon der Germanischen Altertumskunde 4), Berlin 1990, pp. 231-232.
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IV. THE UNIVERSITY AND BEYOND: ANIMALS IN THE REAL WORLD

Up to this point, the medieval considerations of human-animal relations seem to be
part of a rather theoretical discourse in which philosophers and theologians were
speculating about the capacities of animals. Scholars in Oxford, Paris and Cologne
have apparently seldom observed the behavior of great apes and pygmies. Against
this background, it would be interesting to see what sources from the same time that
are more based on empirical observation would have to say about the matter. Hun-
ting treatises, for instance, at least claim to empirically describe natural reality. For
that reason, these texts are often highly instructive concerning the underlying as-
sumptions of the contemporaries about the supposed cognitive abilities of certain
animals. Significantly, among these supposed abilities which are described in the
treatises, we also find, at least occasionally, advanced forms of intentional actions
— and therefore of capacities which are, as we have seen, currently discussed among
the criteria of personhood. In his famous treatise on the “art of hunting with birds”
(De arte venandi cum avibus), written in the 1240s,*® the emperor Frederick II., for
instance, describes the strategic behavior of animals in terms of complex intentional
actions and consciously scheduled plans. In its careful tactics of diversion, the duck,
for instance, is capable of deliberate strategical measures and arrangements which
are motivated by specific intentions:

As concerns ducks and many other non-raptors, we have already observed that, when
someone approaches their nest, they fake an illness and simulate (fingebant) that they
could not fly. Then, they departed a certain distance from the eggs and the offspring and,
by doing so, they were flying voluntarily badly, in order that they are believed to have
injured wings or legs. [...] However, as the human was sufficiently far away from the
place in which the eggs and the offspring were, they were flying perfectly and went off,
which they all did for the purpose of distracting the human, so that he cannot approach the
eggs and the young. And they realized many other inventions (ingenia), in order that they
do not lose their offspring, which are shown to everyone who is ready to inquire and to
experience (inquirere et experiri).*

48 On this source in general: Martina Giese, The ‘De arte venandi cum avibus’ of Emperor
Frederick II., in: Raptor and Human. Falconry and Bird Symbolism throughout the Millennia
on a Global Scale, ed. by Karl-Heinz Gersmann, Kiel 2018, pp. 1459-1470; see also: Marcel
Bubert, Empiricism and the Construction of Expertise in Handbooks of the Later Middle Ages,
in: Jahrbuch fiir Universitédtsgeschichte 21 (2018), pp. 43-52.

49  Et iam vidimus de anatibus et aliis pluribus avibus non rapacibus, quod, quando quis appro-
pinquabat nidis suis, ipse, simulantes se egrotas, fingebant se volare non posse et aliquantulum
secedebant ab ovis aut a pullis et sponte male volabant, ut crederentur habere alas lesas aut
crura. [...] Quando vero homo iam erat remotus satis a loco, in quo erant ova aut pulli, tunc
ipse perfecte volabant et abibant, quod totum faciebant, ut deviarent hominem et non possent
haberi ova neque pulli. Et alia multa ingenia faciunt, quod non perdant pullos, que patebunt
inquirere et experiri volentibus (Friedrich II., De arte venandi cum avibus, ed. Carl Arnold
Willemsen, vol. 1, Frankfurt am Main 1964, p. 61).



