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The relationship between non-human animals, the shared-world (Mitwelt), and human animals is characterized by

mutual interdependence. However, since around the 19th century, technical-industrial development has led to the
extensive human exploitation of other animals and our shared-world. In the face of humanity’s destructive violence,
Christian theology is called upon to reflect upon what kind of treatment of other animals and the shared-world is truly
Christian. While this question most directly affects other animals and the shared-world, it also indirectly affects future
human beings who will suffer severely from climate change and species extinction.
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Editorial Note
Links to other media and further information regarding this topic can be found in the German version of this
article.

1. Human, Animal, Shared-World
Viewed from a biological perspective, Homo sapiens is a distinct species. However, humans are just one species among

many others, all of which are part of the animal kingdom (regnum animalium). [1]  In biology, the animal kingdom is
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distinguished from the kingdom of plants, fungi, protozoa, and bacteria. These creatures are equally a part of the
human shared-world as are landscapes (in the geographical sense) and the climate. Human-caused climate change
and the correlated extinction of species make it clear that the question concerning our treatment of our shared-world
is an imperative one, not only for the sake of the shared-world’s continued existence but also for the survival of the

human species. [2]

 treatment of other animals and the shared-world is an old theme in theology (2.). However, the ethical
questions surrounding this topic are currently highly charged. As a result of technical and industrial development, the
brutal exploitation of other animals and the shared-world by humans has now reached immense proportions. From a
Christian point of view, we should have long ago changed the way we treat both. Yet, grounded in the assumption
that the world exists for humankind’s use, we still breed, torture, and kill other animals on a massive scale. Similarly,
we are emitting enormous amounts of greenhouse gases, and waste abounds. As a result, the  and survival of both
the shared-world and humanity are under massive threat.

This article deals with the dimensions of the problem sketched above, with a primary focus on the relationship
between humans and other animals from a philosophical (3.) and Protestant theological (4.) perspective. It provides
examples of influential positions that give different weight to common arguments. Finally, it takes a look at the
consequences of the current human treatment of animals and the shared-world (5.).

2. Biblical Connections
“Subdue the earth!” Insofar as it is interpreted as the handing over of the shared-world for human exploitation, God’s
command to Homo sapiens at the very beginning of the Bible (Genesis 1:28) is seen as the cause of the ongoing

ecological crisis. In the last century, L. White   (among others) blamed (cf. art. Guilt) Christianity for the destruction
of the shared-world. He predicted in 1967 that “we shall continue to have a worsening ecologic crisis until we reject

the Christian axiom that nature has no reason for existence save to serve man.” [3]

In order not to mistake Genesis 1:28 as a mandate to destroy the shared-world, three things should be taken into
account: First, these lines of poetry were written thousands of years ago, at a time in which neither the rainforest was
cleared away nor the sea filled with garbage. Factory farming and overfishing also did not exist. Secondly, the biblical
text calls for a non-violent dominion over our fellow creatures (dominium terrae et animalium) that does not involve
bloodshed. The reference in Genesis 1:29 to an originally exclusively vegan diet for humans indicates this. Thirdly,
Christians in particular should  their fellow creatures (see 3.).

Unlike Genesis 1, the Priestly authors of Genesis 9:3 portrayed God as a creator (cf. art. Creation) who, having
seemingly lost control over human beings, allows the latter to consume animal flesh. This text reflects  as it is,
since humans do in fact live at the expense of other animals and do use them for their own purposes. Psalm 8:7–9
indicates that humans have been given this power.

However, the biblical texts also grapple with the fact that humans are dependent on their shared-world and, indeed,
are even at its mercy. Among other things, they experience torrential floods (Gen 7:10–24), the forces of the sea (Ps 93)
and wild animals (Job 41) as life-threatening. The longing for a “kingdom of peace,” which Isaiah 11:6–9 describes as a
“peace of the beasts,” is therefore intelligible.

It is notable that the wickedness (cf. art. ) of humankind mentioned in Isa 11:9 (also in Gen 6:5) is overcome by the
sacrifice of the meekest of animals. That is, redemption takes place through the death of Christ on the cross, and
Christ is referred to as the “Lamb of God” (cf. John 1:29.36; 1 Corinthians 5:7). However, this NT insight into God’s
redemptive act does not give rise to an exhortation to non-violence toward our fellow creatures. Rather, the
consumption of meat (even meat sacrificed to idols) is expressly permitted (see 3.1 below).
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3. Philosophical Positions

3.1. Plutarch’s plea for life

In the first and second centuries CE, Plutarch   criticized sharply the brutal treatment of other animals. Although
meat consumption was nowhere near what it is today, those in wealthy circles consumed animal flesh for the sheer
pleasure of it, considering it a luxury food. According to Plutarch, this kind of meat consumption is unnecessary and
therefore by no means justified. In fact, it is contrary to the purpose of other animals qua living beings, that is, as
beings that ought to live. A famine, however, would justify meat consumption. Outside of such contexts, Plutarch

deems it inappropriate for humans to follow a carnivorous diet. [4]

3.2. Nussbaum’s Concept of Justice

In our current context, M. C. Nussbaum   has written extensively on the human treatment of other animals. [5]

According to Nussbaum, human and non-human creatures are similar insofar as they are both ends in themselves
and therefore bearers of dignity. In Frontiers of Justice, she claims that there is “no respectable way to deny the equal

dignity of creatures across species.” [6]  In Justice for Animals, Nussbaum makes explicit that, although there are
different “ ,” all creatures are ends in themselves. “The fact that the dignity of a dolphin or an elephant is not
precisely the same as human dignity […] does not mean that there is not dignity there, that vague property that

means, basically, deserving of end-like treatment rather than means-like use.” [7]

On the basis of an understanding of dignity that is dependent on the diversity of living beings, Nussbaum argues for

the just treatment of other animals. [8]  Such justice is only present when certain of their capabilities are legally

protected. [9]  Among others, these capabilities include physical integrity and freedom of movement. [10]  However,
what Nussbaum counts as most important among the capabilities that should legally be guaranteed is the carrying

out of a lasting life. [11]

It is therefore somewhat remarkable that she justifies her own consumption of fish by arguing that those fish killed

painlessly after happily swimming around for a certain period of time do not experience their  as . [12]  Her
assumption that there is a human right (cf. art. ) to end another animal’s flourishing life
prematurely is surprising.

Nussbaum’s position on research involving experiments on other animals also undermines her conviction that they

should be granted . [13]  Given the fact that her philosophical position promotes both respect for the self-
purposefulness (Selbstzweckhaftigkeit) of other animals and their corresponding rights, Nussbaum should reject
animal experiments as unjust. However, she refrains from putting her ethical judgment into practice because,
ultimately, she values the self-purpose of humans more than the self-purpose of other animals. In doing so, the
theorist of  not only softens her own claims about animal justice but also indicates that her novel
understanding of dignity does not exclude the reduction of other animals to mere means.

4. Positions in Protestant Theology

4.1. Zwingli’s Understanding of Food Freedom

On March 9, 1522, the Froschauer sausage meal that initiated the Zurich Reformation took place. Motivated by H.

Zwingli’s   sermons, the printer Ch. Froschauer   handed out slices of smoked sausage to his employees during

Lent. This led to a scandal, and the city council called on Zwingli to defend his understanding of Christian . [14]

In Von erkiesen vnd fryheit der spysen [15]  (1522), Zwingli explains that humans are incapable of redeeming themselves
through their own actions. Salvation, he argues, is only accomplished by  will, and this is precisely why Christians
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should not observe the command to fast from meat as a means through which to achieve salvation (as the Church

promised). Zwingli grounds this argument in the use of Paul   (1 Corinthians 10:25). [16]  Paul grants “that we may

eat without remorse everything that is sold in the butcher’s shop.” [17]  According to Zwingli, Christians should not
allow their way of life to be constrained by fasting regulations. Instead of bringing about salvation, the observance of
such regulations in fact restricts the Christian freedom granted by God. There is nonetheless a standard by which all

acts of Christian freedom must be measured – namely, the commandment to  one’s neighbor. [18]  “Food freedom”

is also to be measured by this standard. [19]  However, Zwingli does not count other animals among the “neighbors”
whom the  instructs us to love.

4.2. Schweitzer’s insistence on love of neighbor

A. Schweitzer   argues that the  to  one’s neighbor should apply to humanity’s dealings not only
with its own species but also with other animals. On this basis, he criticized European philosophy in the middle of the

20th century: “It cannot make the decisive step of regarding benevolent behavior toward [other] creatures as an

ethical imperative in absolutely the same way as it is in our relations with each other.” [20]  Schweitzer takes this
challenge on by seeking to interpret the Christian love commandment in accordance with his principle of “reverence
for ” (“Ehrfurcht vor dem Leben”). When correctly understood, the reverence for life demands a treatment of the

shared-world that is fitting for love. [21]  Schweitzer is aware of just how challenging such a claim is, especially given

that life can only be preserved at the expense of other life. [22]

5. Contemporary Practical Challenges
Maintaining that the  to  one’s neighbor extends to all creatures by all means brings with it
complex processes of ethical adjudication, dilemmas, and cognitive dissonances. As a result, speciesist and selfish
interests, habits, and arguments in favor of human indulgence continually seem to keep at bay the demand to love

our fellow creatures. [23]

In our geographical latitudes, it is certainly the case that a large number of pets are kept, with their owners sparing

hardly any expense for this form of “animal love.” [24]  At the same time, however, certain other animals are consumed
on a massive scale at low prices. The tortured creatures are not the only ones who suffer for the sake of this
consumption; it will also cost future generations of humans dearly, as well as the shared-world as a whole. A glance at
the consequences of our current, non-essential mass consumption of animal meat makes this clear:

Such a diet contributes significantly to the acceleration of climate change. The reason for this is that animal

husbandry alone causes massive greenhouse gas emissions. [25]  It also requires land for the cultivation of plants that
the animals consume and convert into flesh, although a far smaller amount of plants would suffice to feed people if
they ate the plants themselves.

Large areas of rainforest are being destroyed in order to grow soy on the cleared land for animal feed. Considerable
amounts of this soy are subsequently transferred to Europe in order to fatten pigs and chickens in Germany, which
humans then consume. This clearing of the rainforest further increases the already immense amount of CO2 that is

being released. The burnt trees can, however, no longer absorb the climate-damaging gas. [26]

The clearing of forests brings about the loss of numerous species’ habitats, leading in turn to an increase in extinction

rates. [27]  People are also being driven out of this habitat, and future generations of people will suffer considerably
from accelerated climate change.

This current self-centered treatment of the shared-world for the sake of (excessive) meat consumption cannot be

reconciled with the call to  one’s neighbor. [28]  From a Christian perspective, the mandated love for all creatures

and respect for their , which would prevent their thorough exploitation, [29]  should therefore be reflected in the
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form of shared-world rights (Mitweltrechten)/rights of  (cf. art. ). [30]  This would be
entirely in the spirit of Christian , according to which people are redeemed by Christ’s death on the cross from
all self-centered concern for their own salvation. They are thereby liberated to  for other animals and the shared-
world as a whole.
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