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Gary Chartier In what ways does your philosophical 
scholarship either reflect or inform your Christian faith? Are 
philosophy and theology enemies or allies?

Stephen R. L. Clark T h e  te c h n iq u e s  o f  p h ilo so p h ica l 
e n q u iry  w e re  p a r t ly  c re a te d  by  C h r is t ia n  a n d  o th e r  
th e o lo g ian s , a n d  th e y  a re  th e re  to  be u sed  to  he lp  
u n d e rs ta n d in g . T h e  p o p u la r  v iew  th a t  p h ilo so p h e rs  a re

is v e ry  s tr o n g  re a so n  fo r in te rfe re n c e — allo w in g  th e m  
th e  space to  live.

GC Are the moral constraints on our treatment of nonhuman 
animals largely the same as the moral constraints on our 
treatment o f human animals?

SRLC I t  is ea s ie r fo r us to  u n d e rs ta n d  w h a t o th e r

Respecting God’s creatures requires us...to respect their ways of being.

b o u n d  to  be a th e is ts  is s im p ly  false. I do  find  th a t  
m a in s tre a m  th e o lo g ia n s  n o w ad ay s a re  so m e tim es  to o  
in c lin ed  to  r e s o r t  to  rh e to r ic , o r  to  b u y  in to  a n tire a lis t  
o r  c o n s tru c tiv is t  in te rp re ta tio n s , as if  th eo lo g ica l 
re a lism  w ere  so m eh o w  im p o ssib le  “n o w ad ay s.” T h e y  
th e n  speak  as if  p h ilo so p h e rs  w ere  th e o lo g ic a lly  
na ive  fo r b e in g  rea lis ts! So th e re  is a te n s io n  b e tw een  
th e o lo g ia n s  an d  p h ilo so p h e rs!

GC How did you become interested in philosophical and 
theological issues related to the nonhuman world?

SRLC M y  w ife and  I c o n v e rte d  to  v e g e ta r ia n ism  soon  
a fte r  o u r  m a rr ia g e  b ecause  w e c o u ld n ’t  b e a r  to  
c o n tin u e  f in a n c in g  m o d e rn  fa rm in g  p rac tices . I decided  
to  g ive  som e le c tu re s  in  O x fo rd  on  th e  to p ic  o f  
an im als. T h e s e  developed  a fte r  o u r  m ove to  G la sg o w  
in to  a la rg e r  le c tu re  se ries  an d  book.

GC What do you believe are our primary responsibilities 
with respect to the nonhuman world?

SRLC L ive an d  le t  live. W e also  have a d d itio n a l d ire c t 
re sp o n s ib ilitie s  to  d o m e s tic a te d  an im als, as p a r t  o f  o u r 
so c ie ty  an d  c iv iliza tion .

GC Can you say just a bit more about living and letting live?

SRLC I f  G o d  h a te s  n o th in g  th a t  he  has m ade, i t  fo llow s 
th a t  each c re a tu re  need s th e  space to  be itself. Im p o s in g  
o u r  ow n  p la n s  on  o th e rs , even w ith  th e  p re te x t  o f  
“d o in g  th e m  g o o d ,” d en ies  th e m  th a t  space. O f  cou rse , 
in  th is  w o rld  here , o u r  v e ry  e x is te n c e  im p o ses u pon  
o th e rs , b u t  th e  b e t te r  so c ie ty  is one  in  w h ich  th e re  
is th e  m a x im u m  lib e r ty  fo r each  co m b in ed  w ith  equal 
lib e rty  for all. R esp ec tin g  G o d ’s c rea tu res  req u ires  us 
a lso  to  re sp e c t th e ir  w ays o f  b e ing , a n d — u n less  th e re

h u m an s are  doing, and  to  em path ize  w ith  th e ir  prob lem s. 
I t ’s a lso  easier, in  g e n e ra l th o u g h  n o t alw ays in 
p a rtic u la r , to  com e to  so m e e x p lic it a g re e m e n t a b o u t 
sp h e re s  o f  ac tion , p ro p e rty , and  th e  like. B u t th e  
fu n d am en ta l re q u ire m e n t, o f  re sp ec t fo r G o d ’s c rea tu res , 
is th e  sam e in all cases.

GC What special obligations might we have to particular 
nonhuman animals in virtue of our society and civilization?

SRLC ‘ ‘D o m e s tic a te d ” an im a ls  have been  in c o rp o ra te d  
in to  o u r  so c ie ty  (o rig inally , th e  re la tio n sh ip  m ay  have 
been  m o re  ba lanced : a m u tu a lly  su p p o rtiv e  so c ie ty  
w as c re a te d  th a t  w as n e ith e r  w h o lly  h u m a n  n o r  w holly, 
fo r ex am p le , can ine). W e have d ire c t re sp o n s ib ilitie s  
th a t  go  b eyond  th e  “live an d  le t  live” ru le : th e y  a re  
ow ed  fo r th e ir  se rv ice  an d  su p p o rt. I f  w e d o n ’t  p ro v id e  
th a t  su p p o r t  w e h av en ’t  th e  s l ig h te s t  r ig h t  to  th e  
se rv ices  w e d e m an d  o f  th e m — an d  o f  c o u rse  som e 
p a r ts  o f  th e  im p lic it c o n tra c t  have lo n g  been  b ro k en , 
and  o th e r  p a r ts  w ere  p ro b ab ly  illic it fro m  th e  s ta r t .

GC What, in general terms, ought to be our stance regard
ing the development and use of technology? At what point 
does putative technological advance violate the “live and let 
live” principle?

SRLC W h e n  it  den ies  space and  b e in g  to  o th e rs , o r  
d ep e n d s  o p en ly  on  a v iew  o f  o th e r  c re a tu re s  as m e re  
in s tru m e n ts  o f  o u r  w ill.

GC How might the practice of keeping the Sabbath reflect and 
inform a contemporary Christian ecological consciousness?
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SRLC The Sabbatarian project as it is described in the 
biblical texts is, precisely, about allowing things their 
space— not treating them entirely as if they were made 
to be used by us. I wrote on this in How to Think about 
the Earth.

The Sabbatarian rules include requirements to 
leave food for the wild things, and not to treat the 
world as there only for our convenience. Although we

m ed ia ted  by  th e  re c o g n itio n  th a t  w e a re  n o t  th e  o n ly  
c re a tu re s  in th e  w o rld  (any  m o re  th a n  I am  th e  o n ly  
p e rso n  in th e  w orld ).

“C onservatives,” in com m on speech, m ay be assum ed  
to  be “r ig h t-w in g ” in th e ir  ap p ro v a l o f  h ie ra rch ies , 
s te rn  g o v e rn m e n t, d ra c o n ia n  p u n ish m e n ts . M y  
ow n co n se rv a tism , like th e  m e d iæ v a ls’, is o f  an  o ld e r  
s o r t , as lo o k in g  fu r th e r  back  in  h is to ry . T o  accuse  m e

If the Word was/is incarnate as a man, he was also... incarnate as a mammal,
vertebrate, animal, living creature.

m ay have to  fa rm  an d  e n g in e e r— few  o f  us can  m an ag e  
to  live as C h r is t  ac tu a lly  re q u ire d  o f  h is fo llow ers, 
like th e  b ird s  o r  th e  flow ers, d e p e n d e n t on  G o d  fo r o u r  
da ily  b re a d — w e need  to  a c k n o w led g e  re g u la r ly  
th a t  th is  is a co n cessio n , an d  th a t  th e  w o r ld ’s b e in g  is 
s o m e th in g  th a t  G o d  va lues fo r itself, an d  n o t ju s t  
in s tru m e n ta lly  fo r “h u m a n  p u rp o se s .”

O n e  o f  th e  g re a t  e r ro r s  o f  th e  C h u rc h  w as to  take 
o v e r th e  S to ic  d o c tr in e  th a t  e v e ry th in g  e x is te d  on ly  
fo r h u m a n  use— to  be fa ir to  th e  S to ics, th e y  g lo ssed  
th is  in  such  a w ay  th a t  m o s t c u r re n t  h u m an  uses w ere  
u t te r ly  w ro n g !

GC How are your views of the nonhuman world related to 
your moral, political, and theological convictions regarding 
other central issues?

SRLC ‘ ‘L ive an d  le t  live” is a p rin c ip le  th a t  p re d isp o ses  
m e a g a in s t c e n tra l iz in g  ten d en c ies . I a lso  h e a rtily  
re je c t th e  n o tio n  th a t  w e ow n th e  w o rld , o r  have even 
been  ap p o in te d  “s te w a rd s ” o f  it.

GC Christian ecological concern is often thought o f as the 
province o f liberals or radicals. But your theological and—  
to some extent—political position might be thought of by 
many people as conservative. Is there a conflict?

SRLC N o. A ctually , I find  it d ifficu lt to  re sp o n d  because 
I can ’t  see w h y  th e re  is a n y th in g  odd ab o u t m y position! 
W h y  is i t  p e c u lia r  to  be b o th  c o n se rv a tiv e  an d  
c o n se rv a tio n is t  (so to  speak)? T h e  “ra tio n a l” and  la rg e ly  
u ti l i ta r ia n  e th ic s  p re fe rre d  by  se lf-s ty led  p ro g re ss iv e s  
seem  to  m e to  be ra tio n a liz a tio n s  o f  in g ra in e d  and  
u n e x a m in e d  p re ju d ices , t ra n s fo rm e d  in to  a schem e th a t  
d e n ie s  a n y o n e  e lse  a say  in  w h a t is to  be  do n e . M y  
ow n  p re fe re n ce  is fo r an  e th ic  g ro u n d e d , explic itly , in 
th e  lo n g  h is to r ic a l d ev e lo p m e n t o f  n a tu ra l im pu lse ,

o f  c o n se rv a tism , accord ing ly , m ay  g ive  th e  w ro n g  
im pression : it is because  I am — rela tiv e ly — co n se rv a tiv e  
in  m y p o litica l beliefs th a t  I am  on  th e  side o f  
re v o lu tio n  a g a in s t m o re  “m o d e rn ” and  “p ro g re s s iv e ” 
w ays— a g a in s t ru le  by  th e  w o u ld -b e  in te rn a tio n a l  
c la sse s , a rm e d  w ith  e x p e n s iv e  te c h n o lo g y  a n d  an  
ill-conceived  m o ra lity  th a t  licenses o p p ress io n .

In  brief, m y  c o n se rv a tiv e  lean in g s , w h e th e r  in  
e p is te m o lo g y  o r  p o lit ic a l p h ilo so p h y , a re  p o p u lis t  
r a th e r  th a n  h ie ra rch ica l, and  com p atib le— o r  so I 
th in k — w ith  ju s t  th a t  re sp e c t fo r “a n im a ls” th a t  o th e rs  
have th o u g h t  fa r to o  “p ro g re s s iv e .” J u s t b ecause  
w e m u s t b o th  say  and  th in k  th a t  B e in g  is, w e m u s t  also  
re sp e c t th e  b e in g s  B e in g  su sta in s .

GC Tou argue in a variety of places for a thoroughgoing 
incarnational Christology. Is there a link between your 
understanding of Jesus as the Logos incarnate and your 
view of the nonhuman world? Does the incarnation have 
redemptive significance for the nonhuman world?

SRLC S R L C  I f  th e  W o rd  w a s / is  in c a rn a te  as a m an , he  
w as a lso— a u to m a tic a lly — in c a rn a te  as a m am m al, 
v e r te b ra te , an im al, l iv in g  c re a tu re . T h e  c e n tra l th e m e  
o f  in c a rn a tio n a l th e o lo g y  is th a t  G o d  has c h o sen  to  
s u r ro u n d  h im se lf  w ith  com p an io n s, each re f le c tin g  
som e p a r t  o f  h is  g lory . T h a t  w as th e  in fe ren ce—  
tra d itio n a lly — fro m  b o th  th e  b ir th  n a r ra t iv e  an d  th e  
fo r ty  days in th e  w ild e rn e ss  w ith  th e  w ild  beasts .
GC Tou’ve emphasized the kinship between human and non
human animals and you don’t dispute an evolutionary account 
of the earth’s natural history. But you’ve been kinder to 
“creationists” than most philosophers and scientists. Why so?

SRLC F ir s t ,  b ecause  i t  is c lea r th a t  P h ilip  G o sse  w as 
r ig h t  to  p o in t o u t th a t  all th e  e x is t in g  ev idence  is 
co m p atib le  w ith  G o d ’s h a v in g  c re a te d  th e  w o rld , all o f



a piece, w ith  a m ere ly  v ir tu a l  p as t. I d o n ’t  say  th a t  
G o d  did, b u t th e  c la im  th a t  he d id n ’t  do  it like th a t  is 
w h o lly  unsc ien tific : th e  re a l e x is te n c e  o f  th e  p a s t 
is a m e ta p h y sica l an d  n o t a sc ien tific  claim .

Second, because the way in which Darwinian theory 
has been presented over the last 150-odd years 
is deeply subversive of ordinarily decent humanity. 
What many objectors have been objecting to is “Social 
Darwinism,” so called—a doctrine that identifies 
evolutionary success with merit, and provides excuses 
for ignoring the condition of the poor, welcoming 
the destruction of indigenous cultures, and presenting 
male, middle-class whites as the pinnacle of creation.

E v en  w h en  th a t  d o c tr in e  is ab an d o n ed , D a rw in is t  
th e o ry  c o n tin u e s  to  s u b v e r t e th ica l im pu lse: W e have 
th e  e th ica l im p u lses  th a t  w e do  so le ly  b ecause  th e y  
w ere  th e  ones th a t  b re d  th e m se lv e s  m o s t successfully . 
B e liev in g  th a t, w e cease  to  believe in o u r  ow n  
e th ic a l im p u lse s  (w hich  in c lu d e  th e  w ish  to  d iscover 
an d  te ll th e  tru th ) .

G C How should Christians who acknowledge and celebrate 
the bonds among all animals and their common ancestry 
view the enterprise o f human sociobiology?
SRLC W e sh o u ld  tak e  th e  a rg u m e n ts  seriously : 
R ea liz in g  ho w  m u ch  o f  w h a t w e feel an d  do  is to  be 
e x p e c te d  o f  a c e r ta in  s o r t  o f  m a m m a l is an  im p o r ta n t  
s ta g e  in  o u r  u n d e rs ta n d in g . B u t— as above— w e need  
to  re ta in  th e  n o tio n  th a t  w h a t o u r  h is to ry  (in c lu d in g  
o u r  p re h u m a n  h is to ry )  has  d o n e  is b r in g  us to  a p o in t 
w h e re  w e can  see s o m e th in g  o f  w h a t G o d  re q u ire s  o f  
all o f  us.

A  m e re ly  D a rw in is t  s to r y  g iv es  us n o  re a so n  to  
believe th a t  w e can  ev er have “th e  m in d  o f  G o d .” A  
n o n in c a rn a tio n a l th e o lo g y  (o f th e  k in d  th a t  den ies  th a t  
a n y  m e re  c re a tu re  cou ld  have th e  m in d  o f  G o d ) also  
g ives us no  re a so n  to  believe th a t  w e cou ld  ev er know  
w h a t th e  w o rld  is. S om e s o r t  o f  in c a rn a tio n a l th e o lo g y  
is all th a t  g ives us re a so n  to  believe th a t  w e cou ld  
co n ce iv ab ly  d isc o v e r a n y th in g  a b o u t th e  w o r ld  a p a r t  
fro m  th e  im m e d ia te  c ircu m stan ces . H a v in g  e m b raced  
such  an  in c a rn a tio n a l theo logy , w e m u s t re c o g n iz e  th a t  
G o d  redeem s th e  w ho le  w orld , and  n o t ju s t  “us h u m a n s” 
(as a r b i t r a ry  a c lass  as “us w h ite s”).
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