PRAIRIE U~U SOCIETY Feb. 26, 1989
CAN A SECULAR HUMANIST LOVE CATS?

I. Chalice Lighting: Among our common household and farm animals, cats

were the last to_become_domesticated.—You-can—see—that—in—thelanguages: e

there are ancient Indo-European root words for dog (or hound) and cow, but

not for cat. The word "cat" probably comes from some Middle Eastern ancient
language. Cats_joined—up_with_humans—_after_humans—became—agriculturalists— —

People cultivated cereals and harvested grain, mice and rats followed the

grain to human habitations, and the cats followed the mice and rats.
So. let!s light the_chalicefor_those firstcats-whose—curiosity—overcame——

their fear and led them to join human households, some 8,000 years ago.

II How_many._of _you_have_cats—in_your_households? —, . What-are—their-
names? . . . . How many of you have had cats with you before? What were

their names? . . .« . ‘
When_our_cat first_ joined—our_household—a—dozen-years—ago—we—couldn't

agree on a name. I think I was responsible for sayiné, wouldn't it be clever

just to give her a generic name, cat. It was a terrible mistake. She had
kittens, and_one stayed-with—us..—Af_first we-distinguished—them-by—ealling——

one 'cat' and the other 'kitty,' .... kexx or ‘'gatto' and 'gattito,'....but

the kitten became a cat..... Then '"1ittle cat' and 'big cat.'’*‘but the Tittle

cat_became_bigger_than—thebig—catereieeeSo--today-—we-still-havenlt—settled— -
on a name. And it was a mistake. Rzxx Every household cat DESERVES A

name. (And I mean that seriously.)

Or_at_-least one_name.I've asked-Rick—to—readT-S—Eljot's—poem—about

naming cats...... Before he reads it, Tet me note one uncommon word that

appears late in-the verse. The word is "ineffable," and it means that which
is_beyond spoken_expression.,—that-which—is—is—indescribably—and-ecanlt—-be-put—-

into words. I only Tearned the word a few years ago when I read William

James' THE VARIETIES OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE, James lists 5 characteristics
of the religious_experience,—or—what-I-would—call—the-mystical-experiences———

and one of them is that the religious experience is ineffable. I think

you can make a religious connection to this poem, if you want to.

T.—S.—Eliot,—"The-Naming—of—GCatst Riek—Rueeking s

Something about an Angora --- Tally's Trio

(Children leave for RE)
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III. Can a secular humanist Tove cats? It all depends on what one means

by "secular humanist" and "Tove." I'm not going to try to define either
expression, at least not_explicitly,-but—Ishould-say-something-about—leve——

to begin with. We use the word in many 1oose wayS..... I Tove my bicycle

and I Tove my wok (while I tolerate my car and my microwave)..... but

obviously_that wonlt_do.What-I mean—in-the question—is—whether—a—secular

humanist can Tove a cat in a way something Tike Toving human beings.

Can a secu]ar humanist Tove cats? . . . . You all know what the answer
will _be, but let me_make_a—case_faﬁ—the—negative—tg—begin—withf——£And«hold—~»—-

off yoUr(comments ti1l later cause I don't want to get hung up here.)

- The case for the negative can be made by referring to anthropomorphism,

the_attribution_af human—motivation,—characteristiess—or—-behavier—to—animalss—
inanimate objects, and and other non-human phenomena. It's often a mistake

to make such attributions, and it's a common mistake. - Our animals experience

the—world—in-different-ways—than—we—do—TFhey—think-di-fferently—than-we-dos

Aand much of this is because they don't use Tanguage Tike we do.

|
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It's easy to come up with Tots of examples of the error. One I recall
concerns—the-way—a—cow—loves—its—cal-f-the-cal-f-dieds-was—stuffédss<ssthe—

cow continued to Tick it....and ate the stuffing.

e S‘ Have you noticed how cats hold their tails eregt while being petted?
| M”{Lﬂf ...ﬂ@<mond_Moﬁnis_says_i$l§5eeause-%he—neaetion—ﬁs—%he—same-as—when—a—ki%%en——~
f)l{j is being groomed by its mother: it holds the tail erect so the mother can
{ cTean up around the anus..... 4 o o
Vicki—Hearne_gives—the well—known—example—of-Clever-Hans—the—cart—

horse --- pp. 4f, "

Anthropomorphism—is—a—VERY—COMMON—cogni-tive—error—\ery—often

| people project human qualities on to that which is not human. And then

they adore, or fear, the objects”to which they have projected those qualities.

Thic-—dec—notr—anlyv—_a_co
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gnitive—error—but-a—MORA—error—When-we—————

anthropomorphize, when we project our qualities onto our cat, and then love

the cat because it has those human qualitieS.cocess we're really engaging in"~

a—kind—of-self-love—A~And-even—seeular—humanists—can—recognize—this—as
a moral error.

It is a kind of error that is more or less akin to one of the
fundamental—rel-igious—errors——Prinitive-peoples—sometimes—Iive—in—a—wortd—

that is a kind of enchanted garden, where everything in nature has human




(3)

qualities. Some primﬁtives worship idols, onto which they project human
qualities. They may attribute qualities of power and maTlice to the idols:

they—fear—them,—supplicate_before them, worship them. It's a prodess by which
Ve 2t

peop1e51ose their own freedom. [The prophet Isaiah noted this kind of

fallacy in criticizing the idol worshippers of xke ancient middle east.j

But—we-might—argue_that_many mxairx_theists_today engage_in_the_same kind of"

fallacy. They attribute human qualities to god, they fear god, worship god,
supplicate before him.,

So+—Ifyou—start thinking_of your cat_as_someone_who has _a_human

personality, maybe Tike Garfield, or maybe a Tittle bit sweeter.....you'ré
on kk3x a slippery path that may xp lead you to kneel before some god or

other
AVAR V] i A8 )

IV, Can a secular humanist love cats? An obvious answer is that we DO.

——

It's—not—so—obviousthat we kaxexaxgegrixixg _can_JUSTIFY loving cats ##

y s Prealiean-

Wt we - gré a cognitive or mora] wax. Before addréssing the-cognitive justification,

ketxmexagkx I've asked some of our artists to give you some of the

5 g y
-gmp-irical—ewvidence.

“Some Felines I've Known (But Never Really Owned)" --- Pat Watkins.

re the first verse: our nicely trimmed Tawns and gardens are really

ZF we fobwf'iricr f“/ft;r .
human goolfie on o5, | concealment....and wait.) -
we con 2[so it viii
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Frustrating—to—cats-..---thatls_not the way they hunt_in_nature, they use

Rossini duet ---- Metje Butler, Dodie Chapru, Mike Briggs

V. Vicki Hearne is a professional animal trainer who is also a university
professor who talks to psychologists, zoologists, and philosophers. She

observed—that—the—animal—trainers—and—the academics_used quite different
languages in talking to ‘and about animals. The professional animal trainers
use a highly charged moral language in talking about animals.

Frainers,—e+g—s—have—no—hesitation_in_talking—about_how_much_a_mare loves or
worries about her fokal, a catgher kittens or a dog or a horse their work....
Trainers still speak of whether or not a horse is ‘'mean,' 'sneaky,' 'kind'm or
'honest...... etc. p. 9.

The scientists and philosophers react very strongly to that kinmd of Tanguage——
They_say its the error of anthropomorphism. (And have strong feelings about
it: fire Vicki Hearne, p. 10.) In talking about animals, and trying to train
xim animals, they will use the Tanguage of behaviorism and whatever is used
for_instinct nowadays. To train animals, they would use operant conditioning,
perhaps bgsed upon some knowledge of the animal's instinctive behavior.
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Vickie Hearne persaudes me that the animal trainers are more nearly

correct, Cats, dogs, and horses are moral animals. Sometimes we can trust

them—morally;—Sometimes—we—don*t—=—and—can use a moral language to describe
them.

Qur domestic animals are moral in ways in which wild animals, animals

Ttke~woTves—and—chimpanzees, are not, CHIMps may be the species most .
closely related to us genetically, but they aren't moral animals in the

ways of dogs, cats, and horses.
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