
Another Argument for Animalism 

NIMALISM’S HALLMARK CLAIM concerns our basic metaphysical na-
ture: whether we are material or immaterial; simple or composite; 
substance, property, process, or event; organic or inorganic; etc. In 

this context, the animalist makes the following straightforward assertion: we 
are animals.  

Despite its plainness, this claim is easily misinterpreted.1 According to 
the intended reading, the ‘we’ picks out human persons like you (the audi-
ence/reader) and me (the speaker/author). Nevertheless, animalism should 
not be taken to assert that all persons are animals; the possibilities of both 
non-animal people (e.g., robots, angels) and human animals that are not 
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Whilst none of (P1), (P2), and (P3) is incontestable, nor is any of them easi-
ly denied. Except perhaps for far-reaching metaphysical reasons (e.g., an 
antecedent commitment to idealism), few would deny the very existence of 
animals, nor the fact that a perfectly good specimen of the species Homo 
sapiens is presently seated in your chair. So (P1) is not easily rejected.  

Moreover, concerning (P2), since it would be odd (to say the least) to 
deny that human animals think while accepting that porpoises and porcu-
pines do, and since we can assume that the human animal in your chair is 
not atypical of its kind, whatever reasons one has for accepting that various 
nonhuman animals think apply equally to the human animal in your chair. 
While there are those who deny that any animal can think (e.g., Descartes, 
Shoemaker), their positions strain empirical credibility and depend on quite 
sophisticated metaphysical machinery.14 At first glance, anyway, (P2) is 
much easier to accept.  

(P3) is also difficult to resist, since its denial would seem to require pos-
iting the existence of a thinking being other than yourself. For if (P1) and 
(P2) are true, and if it is true that you exist and are thinking, then denying 
(P3) results in the implication that you are but one of (at least) two think-
ers seated in your chair. Such a view faces a variety of difficult questions: 
practical questions (which of these beings owns the car parked out front?), 
epistemic questions (how do you determine which of these beings you are?), 
linguistic questions (to which of these beings do instances of the first-person 
pronoun refer?), metaphysical questions (what is the relationship between 
you and the qualitatively identical being with which you are associated?), 
and so on.  

So, while not necessarily unanswerable or insurmountable, the questions 
and problems that await one who rejects any of (P1) through (P3) are not 
insignificant.15 Animalism, then, has at le
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Ancestral Reductio 
Assume for reductio that animalism is false. If you are not an ani-
mal, then presumably nor are your parents animals. But then, nor 
are your parents’ parents, nor your parents’ grandparents, and so 
on, as far back as your ancestry extends. In this case, assuming an-
imalism to be false entails the rejection of evolutionary theory, since 
it means denying that your distant ancestry includes beings who 
were animals. But, since the rejection of evolutionary theory is too 
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whom you are only indirectly related), but of a person.17 Hence, a 
commitment to the rudiments of evolutionary theory is not incom-
patible with a denial of animalism.  

It is difficult to see how this objection can be reconciled with the basic out-
line of current evolutionary theory. While we should certainly expect the 
emergence of characteristics typically associated with personhood (e.g., self-
consciousness) to be explicable in terms of adaptation to selective pressures, 
few if any evolutionary biologists would identify personhood as the latest 
speciational stage in the descent of human animals–as if human evolution 
transitioned from Homo erectus and Homo neanderthalensis, through Homo 
sapiens, to Homo personsae. 

But even setting this aside, note that a defender of the Ancestral Reduc-
tio can allow that most human animals are persons, that human animals are 
the descendents of persons, and that there was a time before which our dis-
tant ancestors were not persons. All of this can be conceded so long as per-
son is not construed as a substance concept.18
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distinction, the anti-animalist contends that, although evolutionary 
theory concerns the animal-parent and animal-ancestor relations 
which link animals, it does not concern the person-parent and per-
son-ancestor relations which link the persons who occupy those ani-
mals. 

The question, of course, is whether a distinction between multiple senses of 
‘ancestor’ can be defended. Perhaps it is thought that the normative dimen-
sions of personal parenthood and personal ancestry are absent in the familial 
relations betwixt nonhuman animals, and that therefore the notions of 
parenthood and ancestry applicable to nonhuman animals are unable to cap-
ture the unique bonds betwixt persons. But if that is the rationale behind 
the distinction, then we ought to resist this objection, for there is growing 
evidence which appears to confirm the presence of normatively imbued fa-
milial relations in a variety of nonhuman animal communities.19 

In addition, there are positive reasons to be skeptical of a genuine and 
stable distinction between different ancestral relations. First, prima facie, 
such a distinction seems to require double-counting; on the proposed view, 
for example, the number of parents in a crowd of people is twice as many as 
there seems to be. Second, we seem to get by just fine with only one concept 
of parenthood/ancestorhood, even if that concept (like many) encompasses 
multiple aspects or dimensions. Third, even if a distinction between person-
parent/person-ancestor and animal-parent/animal-ancestor could be shown 
to be, say, explanatorily useful, that still would be insufficient to establish 
the conceptual irreducibility of the former to the latter. Nor, at this stage in 
the dialectic, can a critic non-question-beggingly insist, “I am the offspring of 
animals only in the sense that the animal associated with me is the offspring 
of animals,” since such resistance presupposes a distinction between “I” and 
“the animal associated with me,” and it is precisely the identity of these that 
the Ancestral Reductio (like the Thinking Animal Argument) purports to 
establish. 

Overstatement 
While it might be a corollary of evolutionary theory that each of us 
is an animal, it is not a corollary of evolutionary theory that each of 
us is identical with an animal. But it is this more robust claim that 
is at stake in the debate concerning animalism. Contra the Ancestral 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19  See work by de Waal (1997) and Hauser (xxxx), among others. 
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