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CHAPTER ONE

The Greek philosopher Pythagoras (c. 570 BCE–c. 480 
BCE) believed a human’s soul could be reborn in an 

animal. He also believed an animal’s soul could be reborn 
in a human. In fact, Pythagoras claimed, they had the 
same kind of soul.

Pythagoras chose to respect animals. Some ancient 
stories tell us he refused to eat meat. The Roman historian 
Ovid quoted him as saying, “As long as men massacre 
animals, they will kill each other.” For many centuries, 
Europeans used the word Pythagorean the same way we 
use vegetarian.

Most of us believe we should treat animals in humane 
ways. Yet we eat them as meat. We wear their skins, fur, 
ivory, and wool. We use cruel methods to train them for 
the circus or movies. We hunt them for fun.

Sharing a World
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Humans have also used 
animals for science since 
ancient times. It was an 
easy choice. Most people 
did not believe animals 
were equal to us.

In the 1600s, that idea 
got a boost from 
philosopher-scientist René 
Descartes (pronounced day-
CART). Descartes thought 
humanity’s ability to reason 
made people special. “I think, 
therefore I am,” he once said. Animals, 
Descartes claimed, did not think or have  
souls. In his view, that meant animals were machines.  
We did not treat machines the same way we treat people.

Centuries ago, Europeans took animals to court. Records suggest 
pigs committed the most crimes. But in 1587, the French lawyer 

Antoine Filliol defended weevils. Villagers charged the insects with 
damaging their grapes. We have no idea how the trial turned out. 

Bugs or rats ate the piece of paper with the decision.

ANIMALS IN THE COURTROOM?

René Descartes
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Matthew Mugg: You know, the 
trouble with you, Doctor Dolittle, 

is you prefer animals to people. 
Dr. Dolittle: But animals are so 

much more fun than people. 
—Dr. Dolittle (1967)

Still, food and clothing are human needs. Testing 
medicines on creatures from rats to chimpanzees has saved 
countless human lives. It may seem impossible that we 
could live without using animals in such ways.

Philosophers, however, offer many ideas for why we 
should treat animals better. The issues they discuss 
challenge how we think. They even challenge the way we 
live our everyday lives.
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THE JAINS AND AHIMSA
About 2500 years ago, an Indian prince named Mahavira shaped 

the Jain religion around ahimsa. This ancient idea means 
nonviolence. Followers of Jainism avoid hurting living things at all 

costs. Jains eat no meat. A Jain monk may even wear a mask to 
make sure he doesn’t inhale an insect by accident.

Sharing a World
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