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And surely, blood shall not be shed, only for meat, to save your lives;
and the blood of every beast will I require at your hands. (Gen. 9:11, Joseph
Smith Translation)

Man will live here until he has made this planet a garden, this orchard,
with no question about the animals. Man debases himself by his use of ani-
mal food. There was no butcher in Paradise.—Amos Bronson Alcott1

The eyes of the future are looking back at us and they are praying for us
to see beyond our own time. They are kneeling with hands clasped that we
might act with restraint, that we might leave room for the life that is destined
to come. . . . Wild mercy is in our hands.—Terry Tempest Williams2

The recent collections New Genesis: A Mormon Reader on Land and
Community and Stewardship and the Creation: LDS Perspectives on the
Environment both demonstrate in myriad ways that the time is
right for LDS scholars in the humanities and other Saints to speak
up about the environmental crises which, as President Gordon B.
Hinckley has asserted, render creation ugly and offend its Cre-
ator.3 However, whether we participate in Christian conversations
on “creation care” or secular debates on the idea of wilderness, or
both, it is impossible to avoid noticing some troubling gaps be-
tween Mormonism’s unique doctrine and history, which have
challenged the anthropocentrism of mainstream American atti-
tudes and behaviors toward the nonhuman world in a number of
important ways, and the current LDS status quo, in which environ-
mental concerns are often dismissed as the province of “extrem-
ists.” Everyday LDS life bears less and less of a resemblance to that
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of the early Saints, for whom sustainable agriculture and green
building techniques avant la lettre were practically as integral to
the gospel as baptism by immersion or the Book of Mormon.4

One of the most awkward, and yet also most profound, of
these tensions between past and present, doctrine and behavior,
has to do with the contemporary role of animals in Mormon cul-
ture. LDS scripture clearly teaches that animals are “living souls”
(Moses 3:19) who existed before this earthly life and will be resur-
rected after death; as such, they should be killed only in situations
where human survival depends on it. Yet most of us today quietly
support production regimes that put to death billions of animals
every year for food and for less defensible purposes: cosmetics
testing, fashion, recreation, even the pet trade.5 Similarly, we
seem to have little to say in the Church about the worldwide ex-
tinction crisis, despite our doctrinal mandate to care for the non-
human creatures which, like us, were designed to “fi[ll] the mea-
sure of [their] creation” (D&C 88:19) and that also received God’s
blessing/commandment to “be fruitful, and multiply” (Moses
2:22). Uncomfortable as it may be, perhaps the time has come for
a serious reconsideration of Mormon relationships with animals.

In this article, I try to contribute to just such a reconsideration
by placing several key LDS doctrines and historical events in dia-
logue with some of the central questions that subtend the grow-
ing interdisciplinary field of animal studies. Both theoretically
rich and ethically challenging, the best work being done in animal
studies offers ways of thinking about human-animal relationships
that powerfully unsettle speciesist assumptions even as they care-
fully historicize and analyze the lived complexities of these rela-
tionships. While it is probably too early to hope for a First Presi-
dency letter calling for a boycott on factory-farmed meat or an-
nouncing a new Church fund to support research in conservation
biology, taking a close look at animal studies can at least help Mor-
mon scholars place our religion’s traditional concern for animals
in a broader historical and cultural context. And finally, it is my
hope that this article will help us theorize ways to work toward a
future in which “the enmity of all f lesh” (D&C 101:26) shall cease.

A brief note on my purposes here: As an enthusiastic violator
of the “meat clause” of the Word of Wisdom until seven years ago,
I do not wish to harangue anyone about his or her decision to eat
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meat, wear leather, and so on. Rather, although I can barely
scratch the surface of this topic in a short article, I hope to foster
discussion in the Church on the past and possible future status of
animals on an earth where the righteous dominion advocated in
Mormon scriptures has unquestionably been superseded by the
worst kinds of “extortion” (D&C 59:20).

For now, I will concentrate on a foundational tension in early
Mormon thought between a sort of practical millennialism, in
which concern for animals and a semi-vegetarian diet are linked
to the prophetic promise of a future without violence, and a fron-
tier farming and hunting culture in which native animal species,
particularly predators, were viewed not as fellow souls but as dan-
gerous adversaries, perhaps even allies of the Adversary himself.
Viewed from a slightly different angle, my argument (to borrow
Mary Sayre Haverstock’s formulation6) concerns the implications
for early Mormons of a competition between visions of the Amer-
ican landscape as, on the one hand, a peaceable kingdom, and, on
the other, a howling wilderness. While this early American discur-
sive conf lict has mostly given way to others, such as the ongoing
war between views of earth as biosphere and earth as resource,
studying the first Mormons’ oscillating relationships (both imag-
ined and lived) with animals can contribute to what Foucault
termed a history of the present—a present in which the liberatory
potential for animals of latter-day revelation has been largely, but
not completely, foreclosed.

My explorations begin with the Book of Mormon, a sacred
text that, from beginning to end, registers powerful anxieties
about the dangers posed by wild things and wild places. On many
occasions, Book of Mormon authors tap into the fear of what Aus-
tralian environmental philosopher Val Plumwood has called “be-
ing prey,” or what Nephi, son of Helaman, characterizes to the re-
bellious people of Zarahemla as the likelihood that they will “be-
come meat” if they do not repent.7 This Nephi, Helaman’s son,
would have known that, in fulfillment of an earlier prophecy, the
dead citizens of Ammonihah, after being completely annihilated
by Lamanites, had been “mangled by dogs and wild beasts of the
wilderness”; their remains are referred to in Alma 16:10 not as
“bodies” but as “carcases” [sic].8

This kind of rhetorical dehumanization indexes the Book of
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Mormon authors’ approval of the Ammonihahites’ horrible but
just punishment, but it also adumbrates a fear that may run even
deeper than the nightmare of being consumed by wild animals:
namely, the terror of becoming animal, the possibility that one
might trade one’s salvation and divinely imaged human identity
for the savage delights and counterfeit sacraments of the wilder-
ness, leaving behind the life of a settled, peaceful omnivore for
the fully carnivorous and totally amoral life of a wandering
predator.

In the Book of Mormon the prime example of the dangers of
becoming-animal is set, of course, by the Lamanites.9 The numer-
ous analogies in the Book of Mormon comparing Nephites to
sheep and Lamanites to wild beasts10 hinge on a more than meta-
phorical, even more than metonymical (i.e., herding-farming cul-
ture versus hunter-gatherer culture) logic; Enos describes a physi-
cal process of devolution when he writes that the Nephites’ dili-
gent efforts to “restore the Lamanites unto the true faith in God”
were “vain” because of the Lamanites’ “evil nature.” “They be-
came wild, and ferocious, and a blood-thirsty people,” he contin-
ues, “full of idolatry and filthiness; feeding upon beasts of prey;
dwelling in tents, and wandering about in the wilderness with a
short skin girdle about their loins and their heads shaven; and
their skill was in the bow, and in the cimeter, and the ax [rather
than in agricultural implements]. And many of them did eat noth-
ing save it was raw meat; and they were continually seeking to
destroy us” (Enos 1:20).

Through their disobedience, the Lamanites have suffered a
kind of second Fall; and, as with Adam and Eve, the curse against
them involves a significant change in diet as well as physiology. In
the chapter where the nature of the curse is detailed for the first
time, Nephi notes not just that the Lamanites are cursed with a
“skin of blackness” but that “because of their cursing which was
upon them they did become an idle people, full of mischief and
subtlety, and did seek in the wilderness for beasts of prey” (2 Ne.
5:21, 24). As the Book of Mormon continues, the Lamanites’ vio-
lations of the Mosaic proscriptions against eating predators and
consuming blood and meat that had not been prepared correctly,
to say nothing of the unwritten cannibalism taboo, represent less
a conscious rejection of Nephite faith traditions than an instinc-
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tual and progressively expanding taste for f lesh. Again and again
the Book of Mormon demonstrates that the interlinked and often
coterminous boundaries between humans and beasts, Nephites
and Lamanites, and sinners and saints are actually, in the Ameri-
can Promised Land, frighteningly porous liminal spaces that must
be watched and guarded with great care.

Like Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, the Book of Mormon is large,
it contains multitudes, and would seem to contradict itself regard-
ing the connections between human savagery and such practices
as hunting and consuming raw meat. Doesn’t Lehi’s family sur-
vive on raw meat in the Arabian desert without “going wild” (1
Ne. 17:2)? Why doesn’t Nephi himself become cursed for hunting
beasts in the wilderness (1 Ne. 16:31)? How is Enos able to experi-
ence his powerful conversion on a hunting expedition (Enos 1:3)?
Moreover, why is it that some Lamanites, such as King Lamoni
and his people, raise f locks like the Nephites and are capable of
overcoming their “evil nature” to the extent that they take an oath
against shedding human blood and practice an early form of what
we would now call nonviolent resistance (Alma 24:15–27)?

One obvious way of answering these questions has to do with
obedience and agency. Nephi represents the animals he has killed
in the desert as earthly blessings contingent on his family’s obedi-
ence; he is directed to them by the Liahona and, in a direct
reenactment of stories recorded in Exodus, God himself blesses
the meat so that it, like manna, becomes “sweet” and does not
need to be cooked (1 Ne. 17:12). Enos lays down his bow to pray
when his spirit begins to hunger more for eternal life than his
belly hungers for meat. God’s cursing of the Lamanites, like all of
his curses and blessings in the Book of Mormon, comes with the
proviso that it may be overturned at some point based on how His
children exercise their agency individually and collectively.

When we move beyond the Sunday School answers and con-
sider these episodes from an animal studies perspective, however,
the stories begin to yield important insights into the development
of a viable Mormon ethic of interspecies and intercultural care
that, according to Mormon thought, has (or should be perceived
as having) implications of eternal significance. Lehi’s family’s ex-
perience in the desert illustrates the doctrine that would shortly
be articulated more directly in the Book of Moses (1830) and Jo-
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seph Smith’s translation of Genesis 9:11, in revelations that would
be canonized as sections 49, 59, and 77 of the Doctrine and Cove-
nants (1831–32) and, most explicitly, in the 1833 Word of Wis-
dom: the idea that animals are eternal beings possessing spirits,
are subject to Christ’s atonement, are more than Cartesian autom-
ata or symbolic screens for human spiritual needs and truths, and
that their lives—like human lives—are to be taken only under
strictly defined conditions.

When we apply later revelations to 1 Nephi 16–17, it becomes
clear that Nephi’s hunting episode is a sort of companion piece to
his account of killing Laban; both stories help define the bounds
that God has set on the uses of violence in a fallen world. Without
question, the animals that Lehi’s family eats have been “ordained
[by God] for the use of man”; eating meat saves Lehi’s family from
“famine and excess of hunger,” and they use meat “sparingly” as
well as “with thanksgiving” (D&C 89:15, 12). Nephi undoubtedly
goes about killing the animals “with judgment, not to excess, nei-
ther by extortion” (D&C 59:20). Nephi’s unusual use of the word
“sweet” for the meat seems to indicate that, when the time comes
for God to “require” the blood of the animals at the family’s
hands (JST Gen. 9:5), he will hold them as blameless as if they had
eaten fruit.

The adjective “sweet” also calls to mind, perhaps deliberately,
the verses in the King James translation of Genesis 1 where God
articulates what animal theologian Andrew Linzey calls his “origi-
nal will for creation,”11 instructing Adam and Eve that they are to
share fruit and other plant foods with animals as their only “meat”
(Gen. 1:29, 30). Together with the narrative of the transformation
of King Lamoni and his people, Nephi’s hunting story suggests
that “nature,” whether human or nonhuman, is not as immutable
as it was, and is, generally taken to be. If human wickedness could
exacerbate the effects of the Fall, human righteousness—in our
dealings with all living beings—could help undo them. Through
“the wisdom and power of God, and the wisdom, obedience and
faith of man combined,” as Hyrum Smith put it in an 1842 ad-
dress on the Word of Wisdom, the howling wilderness could in re-
ality be transformed into the peaceable kingdom—not instantly,
by divine fiat, but “eventually” and collaboratively, perhaps in a
process of reorganization and re-creation that would parallel the

92 DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT, 44, no. 2 (Summer 2011)



process, as revealed in the Book of Abraham, by which the earth
was originally created.12

Hyrum Smith had learned this lesson in what Richard Lyman
Bushman calls “millennial ecology” (241) from an excellent teach-
er.13 The corporate authors and editors of the History of the
Church relate that Joseph Smith taught it to the brethren in a par-
ticularly forceful way during the Zion’s Camp march of 1834. “We
crossed the Embarras river and encamped on a small branch of
the same about one mile west,” they write in their prophet’s voice:

In pitching my tent we found three massasaugas or prairie rattle-
snakes, which the brethren were about to kill, but I said, “Let them
alone—don’t hurt them! How will the serpent ever lose its venom,
while the servants of God possess the same disposition, and con-
tinue to make war upon it? Men must become harmless, before the
brute creation; and when men lose their vicious dispositions and
cease to destroy the animal race, the lion and the lamb can dwell to-
gether, and the sucking child can play with the serpent in safety.”
The brethren took the serpents carefully on sticks and carried them
across the creek. I exhorted the brethren not to kill a serpent, bird,
or an animal of any kind during our journey unless it became neces-
sary in order to preserve ourselves from hunger.14

This “beautiful lesson,” as Joseph F. Smith characterized it, is fa-
mous in the Church.15 It became one cornerstone of a nascent
Mormon animal theology in Utah and is still invoked on camp-
outs by LDS youth leaders to stop young Mormons from harassing
small animals and insects. But the second part of the lesson is less
well-known, perhaps because its power to shock remains undi-
minished—and, indeed, has probably grown over the last 170
years. The “Joseph”-narrator continues:

I had frequently spoken on this subject, when on a certain occa-
sion I came up to the brethren who were watching a squirrel on a
tree, and to prove them and to know if they would heed my counsel,
I took one of their guns, shot the squirrel and passed on, leaving the
squirrel on the ground. Brother Orson Hyde, who was just behind,
picked up the squirrel, and said, “We will cook this, that nothing
may be lost.” I perceived that the brethren understood what I did it
for, and in their practice gave more heed to my precept than to my
example, which was right.16

Paul, Amulek, and other prophets had taught that Jesus
Christ’s atonement had ended the need for animal sacrifice, but
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Joseph Smith’s Abrahamic test of his followers exemplifies, along
with an unerring feel for what it takes to destabilize ossified ways
of knowing and perceiving the world, a mature understanding of
the deeply entrenched role of violence toward animals in human
culture: an awareness that, in practice, animal sacrifice has never
ended, and that the Millennium will not come to pass unless we
confront our tendency to “make war upon . . . the brute creation”
as directly as possible. Jacques Derrida would have probably
viewed the first LDS prophet’s sacrifice of the squirrel as one
more example of how religion has been used to shore up what he
named the “carnophallogocentric order,” a “sacrificial economy”
underpinning all of Western culture in which animals and ani-
malized humans are subject to a noncriminal murder by those in
power over them.17 But it would be fairer, I think, to regard the
killing of the squirrel as a new kind of sacrifice: one that manages,
paradoxically, to escape this sacrificial economy altogether. Jo-
seph Smith did not sacrifice the squirrel to atone for human sins
or to point up some purely “spiritual” human truth—it was not
standing in for anything human at all. True, Smith objectified and
instrumentalized the squirrel, but he did so with the goal of en-
couraging his followers to save many other animals in the future.
Wordlessly (at least according to the official account), without im-
posing any meaning on the act or providing the brethren with any
additional means by which to interpret it, their prophet gives
them a brutal and unforgettable object lesson in the nature of
“extortion.”

Numerous accounts of Zion’s Camp demonstrate that one or
both sides of the lesson—the millennial and the extortionary—
bore immediate fruit in Joseph Smith’s colleagues’ improved
treatment of animals.18 Echoes of the lesson can also be heard
many years later in statements by Brigham Young,19 as well as by
leaders who did not participate in Zion’s Camp, such as Joseph F.
Smith and George Q. Cannon. In fact Cannon, a first counselor to
Brigham Young, John Taylor, Wilford Woodruff, and Lorenzo
Snow, was instrumental in advocating the humane treatment of
animals and promoting a “Humane Day” that was observed in
LDS Sunday Schools every spring from 1897 to 1918.20 Cannon
was interested in more than emulating non-LDS groups like the
American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals; as
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Aaron R. Kelson notes (quoting Cannon), his efforts were rooted
in the millennial conviction that “the time will come when man
and animals which are now wild and ferocious will dwell together
without hurting each other. . . . But before this day comes men will
have to cease their war upon the animals, the reptiles and the in-
sects. . . . When man becomes their true friend, they will learn to
love and not to fear him. The Spirit of the Lord which will rest
upon man will also be given to the animal creation—man will not
hurt nor destroy, not even tigers and lions and wolves and snakes,
and they will not harm him—and universal peace will prevail.”21

In a 1912 editorial titled “Kindness to Animals,” Church pres-
ident Joseph F. Smith—deliberately invoking the memory of his
uncle’s lesson on Zion’s Camp and unconsciously echoing eigh-
teenth-century European explorers who detected traces of Edenic
or pre-millennial harmony in the Galápagos and Falkland Islands
and New Zealand—looked to Yellowstone National Park for earth-
ly proof of the validity of this doctrine.22 “In the Yellowstone
Park,” President Smith wrote,

where the use of guns and other deadly weapons is prohibited by law
. . . the animals and birds are becoming as tame and fearless of hu-
man beings, their deadliest foes, as domestic animals and barnyard
fowls. . . . The birds do not fly away with fright at the approach of
men; even the brown, cinnamon and grizzly bears are friendly, some
of them so tame as to take their food from the hands of men—all be-
cause, for a few years, they have not been hunted, shot at and slaugh-
tered by the lords of creation. Thus it may be seen, in harmony with
the sentiments expressed by the Prophet Joseph Smith, that if man
did right, were humane and merciful toward animals, they would, in
time, lose their fear and dread of him, and would also lose many, if
not all, of their own bad traits.23

Statements by Joseph Smith and his successors openly situate
themselves within a scriptural rather than a secular genealogy,
with Isaiah 11 being the most obvious antecedent. But, con-
sciously or not (and this question, like many more raised below,
merits serious scrutiny), they were also placing Mormons in dis-
tinguished literary company. A few years before the Zion’s Camp
episode, Percy Bysshe Shelley was using poetry and the essay
form to explore the “emerging proto-evolutionary theory that
species could change their nature over time.”24

Welling: Mormonism and the Animal Question 95



However, it doesn’t take a graduate degree in ecology or envi-
ronmental history to recognize some of the major problems in-
volved in imposing a millennial vision inspired by the Bible (or,
for that matter, by ecosystems such as those of New Zealand,
which had evolved over the millennia to f lourish without preda-
tors) on a place like Yellowstone, where grizzlies, wolves, and
other large predators play a crucial role in maintaining delicate
ecological energy f lows. If carnivory among animals is not seen as
part of the natural order but is considered as one of the “bad
traits” (Joseph F. Smith) introduced to the world by human wick-
edness, then well-intentioned humans motivated by this view may
actually exacerbate rather than abolish the “war” between hu-
mans and animals, predators and prey.

When the “bear shows” that Joseph F. Smith seems to have
had in mind began at hotel garbage dumps in Yellowstone a few
years before his editorial was written, bears did start to “lose their
fear” of human beings. That was the problem. Their fearlessness
grew as individual tourists started feeding bears from the win-
dows of their automobiles. The National Park Service created
feeding areas such as the large Otter Creek facility, where, by the
mid-1930s, up to 1,500 people per night were crowding into an
amphitheater to watch between fifty and seventy grizzly bears
emerge from the woods to eat the Yellowstone visitors’ garbage.25

There was an “ugly reality behind the ‘magic’” of human-animal
encounters in Yellowstone, notes Alice Wondrak Biel: not only
were wild bears being transformed into garbage-eating pets,
clowns, or beggars; but “between 1931 and 1975, visitors re-
ported 1,897 bear-related injuries; 1,101 bears were recorded
killed due to the ‘bear problem’; and many others were hurt or
maimed, either after being hit by automobiles or in the course of
trying to obtain foods—even natural foods such as fish—that peo-
ple didn’t want them to have.”26 While the vast majority of Yellow-
stone tourists would not have interpreted the “bear shows” as pre-
cursors of millennial harmony, many of them undoubtedly came
to the park expecting to witness and participate in what Yellow-
stone’s first National Park Service superintendent, Horace M.
Albright, described as an “era of friendship between mankind
and bears.”27 Biel’s book shows that it took decades to overcome
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the damage to bears, and to the human view of them, caused by
this variety of “friendship.”

The “peaceable kingdom” attitude may seem antithetical to
the “howling wilderness” view of the more-than-human world, but
it would be more appropriate to think of the visions as two sides
of the same coin. Predators that could be induced to give up their
“bad traits” counted as evidence of the coming millennium, but
“carnal, sensual, and devilish” animals (Alma 42:10) that per-
sisted in their bloodthirsty ways needed to be eliminated.28 In De-
cember 1848, the same Brigham Young who would advocate
interspecies peace as part of the work of building the kingdom of
God in Utah authorized a two-month “war of extermination” in
the Salt Lake Valley in which 1,026 ravens, 1,192 canids (foxes,
coyotes, and wolves), and numerous bears, mountain lions, eagles,
hawks, owls, and other “wasters and destroyers” were put to death
in exchange for prizes and bounties.29 The pioneers’ choice of the
word “destroyers” to refer to predators and scavengers connotes
not just the fear of losing valuable livestock, but, most likely, the
suspicion that carnivores were spiritually allied not with Christ,
the Lamb, but with Satan, the “ravenous wolf” and “destroyer” of
souls.30 The term “wasters,” of course, emblematizes a post-
lapsarian worldview in which carnivores and herbivores are seen
as perpetually warring enemies rather than partners in a fragile
and dynamic dance of ecosystemic energies. Needless to say, this
misunderstanding of ecology has produced much more devasta-
tion in the U.S. West and around the world than the “peaceable
kingdom” view, which has actually yielded some conservation
benefits in places like the Galápagos that would seem to offset Yel-
lowstone’s failures.31

Some of the effects of treating predators as unnecessary
“wasters” are described memorably by the pioneering ecologist
and environmental writer Aldo Leopold in his 1944 essay “Think-
ing like a Mountain.” The essay centers on a 1909 experience (Bill
McKibben calls it “the key Damascus Road story of American en-
vironmental conversion”) in which Leopold—then a young, inex-
perienced ranger involved in a “steady war” against predators in
Arizona’s Apache National Forest—began to understand, as he
put it elsewhere: “You cannot love game and hate predators. . . .
The land is one organism.”32 Remembering what it was like to watch
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a “fierce green fire” die out in the eyes of a wolf he and his col-
leagues had just shot, Leopold stresses that his youthful belief that
“no wolves would mean hunter’s paradise” was tragically mis-
guided. “Since then,” he writes, “I have lived to see state after state
extirpate its wolves. I have watched the face of many a newly
wolf less mountain, and seen the south-facing slopes wrinkle with
a maze of new deer trails. I have seen every edible bush and seed-
ling browsed, first to anaemic desuetude, and then to death. I
have seen every edible tree defoliated to the height of a saddle-
horn. . . . In the end the starved bones of the hoped-for deer herd,
dead of its own too-much, bleach with the bones of the dead sage,
or molder under the high-lined junipers.”33

Leopold conjures up an infernal, rather than a paradisiacal,
vision of a world without wolves; in his hands the deer become
worse “wasters and destroyers” than the wolves ever could be.
Sadly, Leopold’s thinking-like-a-mountain philosophy still isn’t
shared by everyone. As I was writing this paragraph, I received a
mass email from Defenders of Wildlife dealing with the current
plight of wolves in the Southwest. Descendants of Mexican gray
wolves reintroduced to wild areas, including Leopold’s Apache
National Forest, in 1998, these animals face a daunting array of
threats: “anti-wolf politicians, lawless wolf-killers and well-funded
wolf opponents” in addition to the usual survival challenges.34

In anatomizing some of these problems I do not mean to side
with one letter writer quoted by Clark S. Monson, who ridiculed
(perhaps unwittingly; was he a Mormon?) the idea of allowing
wolves to return to Utah as the product of “a desire to live in a pris-
tine world, a kind of holy nostalgia for a time that no one really re-
members . . . [the] pursuit of a dream of Eden.”35 Nor do I wish to
suggest that Mormons have been especially hypocritical or cruel
in translating the “howling wilderness” view of nature into ecoci-
dal behavior. In some ways, the entire history of western colonial-
ism has been one long—if often unintentional—“war of extermina-
tion” not just against unwanted animals and indigenous peoples
but against native plant species, ecosystems, and landforms. As we
contemplate this heartbreaking legacy of destruction, Mormon
environmental doctrines and practices, while far from perfectly
aligned (as Jeanne Kay and Craig J. Brown, Thomas G. Alexan-
der, Aaron R. Kelson, and other scholars have observed), can of-
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fer us many useful and hope-inspiring lessons along with the hum-
bling ones. For instance, George Q. Cannon understood the vital
ecological role of predators ten years before Aldo Leopold’s
epiphany (and almost fifty years before “Thinking like a Moun-
tain”), arguing in his forcefully titled 1899 editorial, “Why Con-
tinually Want to Kill, Kill, Kill!”: “An all-wise Creator has ar-
ranged many things which puny man does not fully understand.
In our attempts to improve on nature we frequently make hideous
mistakes. In most cases these bounty laws [against wolves, bears,
raptors, and other animals] are among the gravest of these mis-
takes. Nothing was created in vain.”36

This is a time for ecologically minded Latter-day Saints to re-
new, not reject, our people’s “dream of Eden.” The challenge is to
avoid repeating the “hideous mistakes” of the past. I believe that
we can do this, in part, by allowing our beliefs and history to enter
an authentic (open, mutually respectful, spirited, honest, nonpar-
ochial) dialogue with other faith traditions’ environmental histo-
ries and beliefs, with evolutionary theory and ecocritical literary
theory, with the sciences of animal consciousness and behavior,
and with the philosophies of animal rights and animal welfare.
We must also rethink how we define Eden or what the earth’s
“paradisiacal” state may look like. We have much to learn from an
“eartheist” (a play on “atheist”) like Edward Abbey about perceiv-
ing more of Paradise in the “here and now, the actual, tangible,
dogmatically real earth on which we stand.” “Now when I write of
paradise,” Abbey insists in Desert Solitaire: “I mean Paradise, not
the banal Heaven of the saints. When I write ‘paradise’ I mean not
only apple trees and golden women but also scorpions and taran-
tulas and f lies, rattlesnakes and Gila monsters, sandstorms, vol-
cano[e]s and earthquakes, bacteria and bear, cactus, yucca, blad-
derweed, ocotillo and mesquite, f lash f loods and quicksand, and
yes—disease and death and the rotting of the f lesh.”37

As we struggle (and fail and struggle again) to free ourselves
from Eurocentric and anthropocentric approaches to the nonhu-
man world, while trying to remain true to LDS doctrines and cove-
nants, we may discover that our visions of heaven look a bit less
like the celestial room of the temple and a bit more like the
redrock wilderness of southern Utah, or like the granite moun-
tains from which that temple was hewn. Better yet, we may find
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ways to demolish the relatively new dichotomy between temple
and natural world altogether, learning to appreciate again what
Heber C. Kimball meant when he told his fellow Saints in 1857
that “those that will live the religion of Christ will have or-
chards.”38

One major obstacle to living the religion of Christ in our deal-
ings with nonhuman “living souls” remains to be addressed: our
un-Christlike pride in Mormonism’s—and, for that matter, in hu-
man beings’—apparent uniqueness. In reviewing Mormon animal
doctrine and the history of institutions like Humane Day, it may
be tempting for Latter-day Saints to interpret Mormonism’s ap-
proach to animals as one more example of its exceptional or even
superior status. George Q. Cannon himself seems to have suc-
cumbed to this temptation, to a certain degree, in his editorial in
the May 1871 issue of his Juvenile Instructor. He condemned the
lassoing of horses as a practice “fit only for savages” and for a
“rude, barbarous people, like the Californians were when we set-
tled this valley.” Lassoing “is a very cruel way of catching horses,”
chides Cannon, “and ought never to be practiced by people like
us.”39 In a mild way, the editorial reminds us—as does Jonathan
Burt’s incisive study of legislative attacks on shechita (traditional
Jewish slaughter methods) by Nazis and others—that a position of
humaneness toward animals by no means exempts one from
less-than-humane attitudes toward one’s fellow human beings.40

Indeed, some of Cannon’s writings explicitly deny but implicitly
substantiate the point that kindness to animals and unkind atti-
tudes toward humans (whether whites who are cruel to animals or
Native American “savages,” Mexican-Americans, and members of
other groups viewed by Europeans and Euro-Americans as subhu-
man) can sometimes converge in decidedly uncharitable ways.41

A simpler message to be drawn from Cannon’s editorial, as
well as from virtually every other statement about animals by LDS
leaders, is that, while such doctrines as the immortality of animals
do help set Mormonism apart from mainstream theologies, most
average Mormons seem to have viewed the unorthodox teachings
as relatively minor points of faith or else have conveniently chosen
to ignore them, just as large numbers of early Mormons selec-
tively applied the Word of Wisdom’s counsel on alcohol, tobacco,
and coffee. “Mormons are not actually more humane than their

100 DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT, 44, no. 2 (Summer 2011)



neighbors,” many of the nineteenth-century pronouncements im-
ply, “but they should be”; pre- and proscriptive utterances must
not be misconstrued as accurate descriptions of lived human/
nonhuman relationships.

But the disconnect between belief and action is not the only
factor complicating the study of Mormon animal theology. Mor-
monism’s animal doctrines themselves, while thoughtful and
even radical compared to the unexamined assumptions and knee-
jerk invocations of the Bible that have subtended most Ameri-
cans’ treatment of animals from the beginning, limit but fall well
short of entirely dismantling religious anthropocentrism, much as
some Latter-day Saints (including me) may wish that the truth
were otherwise. It must also be acknowledged, in light of Tristram
Stuart’s formidable scholarship on the history of vegetarianism,
for instance, that Joseph Smith’s revelations on animals, instead
of bursting into his time and culture ex nihilo, grew out of an in-
spired dialogue with nineteenth-century American culture and,
in many cases, with much older and more widespread traditions
than Mormonism.

Without making a single reference to Joseph Smith or LDS
doctrine, Stuart’s recent cultural history The Bloodless Revolution
drives home the point again and again that the origins and con-
tours of LDS animal theology will come into much sharper focus
when scholars address the philosophical, scientific, medical, po-
litical, and agricultural contexts within which the theology emerg-
ed. For example, Joseph Smith may have backdated his animal
doctrines to the time of Noah by reworking Genesis 9:5 as “And
surely, blood shall not be shed, only for meat, to save your lives;
and the blood of every beast will I require at your hands” (JST
Gen. 9:11), but the restored scripture (along with the Word of
Wisdom and other revelations) bears a striking resemblance to a
statement by the British radical prophet Richard Brothers in his
1801 book Description of Jerusalem . . . with the Garden of Eden in the
Centre: “To eat also of fish, f lesh, or fowl, clean and unclean, ever
was and ever will be lawful, when distress or hunger requires it for
human preservation. But if there was, or is, not any necessity to
do such things, then indeed the crime becomes presumptuous
and the sin of the blackest nature.”42 Since, according to the
WorldCat database, multiple editions of at least two books by
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Brothers were published in the 1790s in such places as West
Springfield, Massachusetts, New London, Connecticut, and Al-
bany, New York, the possibility of a direct inf luence on Joseph
Smith merits further investigation.43 But whether Smith had read
Brothers’s book, it is clear that both of the self-described reve-
lators and gatherers of Israel were using the language of proph-
ecy to respond to the same vital questions: questions that their
contemporaries were addressing through the lenses of natural
history, philosophy, medicine, and many other fields.

To be sure, the differences between Smith’s revelations and
Brothers’s writings also demand attention. Although the word
“extortion” is used in Doctrine and Covenants 59:20 to character-
ize unrighteous dominion over animals and plants, latter-day
scriptures never propose that animal abuse, sport hunting, unnec-
essary meat consumption, and so on should actually be crim-
inalized. By the same token, while such practices are unequivo-
cally redefined by LDS scripture and commentary as sins, they
are not considered as serious in the moral scale as murder or
apostasy. Comparing Joseph Smith with Richard Brothers (and
with dozens of other figures profiled in Stuart’s book) demon-
strates that LDS “concern for animals” is equally a question of
concern for humans.

Joseph Smith reportedly said during the Zion’s Camp march,
in words that echo those of many earlier thinkers, that excessive
anger and abuse of animals can cause humans to “place them-
selves on a level with the beasts” when they should “be possessed
of a more noble disposition.”44 The Word of Wisdom does not
spell out why it is “pleasing” to God that meat “should not be
used, only in times of winter, or of cold, or famine” (D&C 89:13),
but medical explanations—having to do with old and inf luential
ideas about the dangers that meat posed to human health—proba-
bly deserve as much attention as explanations centering on inter-
species ethics.

Then again, it is undoubtedly misleading to draw too sharp a
divide between human self-interest and compassion for animals,
in light not just of modern ecology but of Joseph Smith’s revela-
tions on the materiality of spirit (D&C 131:7) and on the ways in
which the fates of all living souls on earth are bound together,
from creation to millennium to exaltation and beyond. Joseph
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Smith’s animal teachings, not excluding the killing of the squirrel,
look remarkably consistent and even biocentric when compared
with those of René Descartes, whose theories on the soullessness
and a-rational status of animals (or “beast-machines,” as he styled
them) have authorized innumerable horrific acts of cruelty in the
vivisection chamber and the animal testing lab, but who pre-
ferred keeping to a vegetarian diet for the sake of his own
health.45

Beyond allowing us to gauge more precisely how revolution-
ary or reactionary Mormon animal doctrine may have been in its
evolving cultural contexts, scholarship like Stuart’s opens up fas-
cinating research possibilities for LDS scholars by helping us un-
derstand the degree to which Joseph Smith and later Mormon
leaders were intervening in centuries-old and complexly interre-
lated discourses and debates that have continued to develop and
have, in fact, attained a greater importance now than at any point
in human history. These include questions about the nature of hu-
man physiology vis-à-vis that of nonhuman creatures (are humans
by nature carnivores, omnivores, or herbivores?); about the mean-
ing of key scriptures, from Genesis to Revelation, having to do
with animals; about the connections between meat consumption,
bad health, and spiritual impurity; about animals’ capacity to feel
pain, sorrow, joy, and other sensations that the Cartesians would
generally limit to humans; about the links between abuse of the
more-than-human world and unjust treatment of the poor by the
rich; about the most efficient and ecologically sound forms of ag-
riculture (grain for “food animals” or grain for humans?); and,
crucially, about a set of “prelapsarian” and millenarian ideas cen-
tering on the conviction that humans could, in Stuart’s words, “re-
form the world to the conditions of Paradise.”46

It is both humbling and inspiring to learn that, around 150
years before Mormon animal theology was born, Sir Isaac Newton
was engaged in a (mostly private) search for traces of God’s origi-
nal laws for humankind in the religions of Egypt, India, and other
cultures; one of the most important of these laws, he wrote in the
unpublished essay “Irenicum,” was “not to feed on the f lesh or
drink the blood of a living animal, but to be mercifull even to
bruit beasts.”47 Newton scholar Richard S. Westfall has argued
that “in his innermost heart,” Newton may “have dreamed of him-
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self as a prophet called to restore the true religion.”48 It would be
all too easy to use this information as evidence that Newton was a
failed prototype of Joseph Smith, a herald manqué of the true res-
toration to come. But what if, instead of treating all human his-
tory as a lead-up to the wonders of Mormonism, we were to follow
Newton and Smith’s examples in pursuing a humbler line of ques-
tioning: one in which we could set aside both our exceptionalist
tendencies and our deeply engrained habit of “anthropodenial”
and accept that animal representations and human-animal rela-
tionships are at the core of everything we, like members of other
traditions, consider most sacred, most “cultural,” and, indeed,
most human?49

My sense is that grappling with the so-called “question of the
animal” as LDS scholars and members of the LDS community will
yield two very important sets of benefits. The first set will com-
prise the insights to be gained by pondering questions like these:
What were the exact pathways through which Joseph Smith and
other early Mormon figures were exposed to animal-related ele-
ments of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century millennial thought?
What about their knowledge of the Pythagorean tradition and
vegetarian practices in India? How well-versed were they in the
tenets of Enlightenment-era science, including the belief that sci-
ence could not merely explain but transform and restore a fallen
world? Compared (for instance) to the Shakers, how deeply were
they inf luenced by the theories of Sylvester Graham (1794–1851),
the controversial U.S. vegetarian health reformer?50 Why, unlike
Graham, did early Mormons avoid drawing a strong connection
between meat consumption and sexual carnality—particularly
masturbation?51 Everyone knows about the role that tobacco use
among the early Saints played in the origins of the Word of Wis-
dom, but what about the cholera epidemic of 1832? Specifically,
to what degree might the Word of Wisdom’s valorization of
fruits, grains, and vegetables and concomitant warnings against
meat constitute an inspired rebuttal to the doctors and health
boards who were advocating a diet low in fruits and vegetables
and high in meat (and, in some cases, alcohol) as a safeguard
against cholera?52

What can we learn by comparing early Mormon approaches
to animals with those of Transcendentalists like Emerson, Thor-
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eau, and their friend Amos Bronson Alcott, who envisioned his
vegetarian utopian community Fruitlands as an American “Sec-
ond Eden” in which the “divine seed” was to “bruise the head of
evil, and restore man to his rightful communion with God in the
Paradise of Good”?53 How might evolving Mormon conceptions
of a restored Eden or a millennial earth parallel and diverge from
the visions of an artist like Joseph Smith’s contemporary Edward
Hicks (1780–1849), a Quaker painter whose well-known series of
more than sixty Peaceable Kingdom depictions uses animals to
allegorize human characteristics54 but also devotes an incredible
amount of energy to exploring the beauties and mysteries of the
animals themselves? How common was the blessing of sick and in-
jured animals in early Mormonism, and how did (or does?) the
Mormon version of this practice relate to the blessing of animals
in the Franciscan and other traditions? How indebted to Darwin-
ian discourses are Mormon narratives about “evolving into a
God,”55 as Joseph F. Smith’s First Presidency put it at the end of
their 1909 message “The Origin of Man,” despite their official
disavowal that humans had evolved from “lower” animals?

The second set of questions, focusing on Mormonism’s lop-
sided application of the Word of Wisdom and related doctrines,
may benefit everyday Saints more than scholars, and animals even
more than humans. In Mormonism in Transition, Thomas G. Alex-
ander notes that, in 1898, as president of the Council of the
Twelve, Lorenzo Snow argued that the Word of Wisdom “was a
commandment and . . . should be carried out to the letter,” includ-
ing its injunction to avoid meat “except in dire necessity.”56 Why
was the “meat clause” largely forgotten, while the use of alcohol,
tobacco, coffee, and tea came to be regarded as serious transgres-
sions? How did rank-and-file Mormons respond to Snow’s decla-
ration that sport hunting was a “murderous amusement,”57 and
how much of an impact did similar statements by Joseph F. Smith,
Joseph Fielding Smith, and Spencer W. Kimball have on hunting
in “Mormon America”? Richard N. Ostling and Joan K. Ostling
claim that “Mormons, in contrast to Seventh-day Adventists, have
no vegetarian tradition,”58 but, given the evidence that Snow,
Heber J. Grant, George Albert Smith, Joseph Fielding Smith, and
other leaders and everyday members have made a point of con-
suming very little or no meat, if only for health reasons at certain
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periods of their lives, how accurate is this statement? How many
nonhuman living souls would be allowed to live out their natural
life spans if the “forgotten verses”59 of Doctrine and Covenants 89
were restored to prominence, and how would the economies and
ecologies of Mormon-populated areas adapt? How will Mormon
animal theology and policy themselves adapt to pressures from
within and without, including the rising financial, ecological, so-
cial, medical, and climate change-related costs of raising animals
for food according to the factory farm and industrial slaughter-
house paradigm of meat production and consumption?60 What
about the increasingly complex ethical challenges posed by ani-
mal testing, xenotransplantation of body parts from animals to
humans, genetic engineering and plastic surgery resulting in hu-
man/animal hybrids, and eye-opening scientific discoveries in
the fields of animal communication, culture, and emotion?61 Fi-
nally, to return to one of this essay’s central concerns, is the ideal
of the peaceable kingdom worth reviving as we work to prevent
another era of “hideous mistakes,” to borrow George Q. Can-
non’s term—namely, cataclysmic extinctions?

In his 1967 essay “The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Cri-
sis,” Lynn White Jr. forcefully contended that “we shall continue
to have a worsening ecologic crisis until we reject the Christian ax-
iom that nature has no reason for existence save to serve man.”62

Readers who accept this claim may find it hard to get past Mor-
monism’s proud declaration that “all things which come of the
earth . . . are made for the benefit and the use of man” (D&C
59:18), regardless of the scriptural caveats having to do with ex-
cess, extortion, and animal souls. Anti-Mormon critics may argue
that a smug and slothful “soft” anthropocentrism will ultimately
prove as deadly for the endangered species and “food animals” of
the world as the relentless “hard” anthropocentrism of the rain
forest loggers and bush meat hunters, the fast food CEOs and
meat industry tycoons, and the multinational animal testing corp-
orations.

But, perhaps perversely, I derive a measure of hope from
White’s article, especially from this statement: “The whole con-
cept of the sacred grove is alien to Christianity and to the ethos of
the West” (12). Alien to mainstream Christianity, that is, but where
would Mormonism be without a certain sacred grove in upstate
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New York? Just as White ends his article by nominating Saint Fran-
cis of Assisi as a heretical patron saint for scientific ecologists, I
would propose Joseph Smith as a heterodox patron Saint for lat-
ter-day millennial ecologists and restorationists of our world’s ru-
ined groves. Hyrum Smith foresaw in 1842 that escaping our
fallen condition would require a “restorative that man has not in
his possession—wisdom which is beyond the reach of human intel-
lect . . . and power which human philosophy, talent and ingenuity
cannot control.”63 Restoring the peaceable kingdom was never
going to be easy. But through “little wheels in God’s designs” like
the Word of Wisdom, Joseph and Hyrum Smith fully believed that
the earth would eventually be “revolutionize[d]” and all things
would be restored.64

It is my fervent hope that Mormon scholars in the humanities
and everyday Saints will return to whatever sacred groves are left
to them to pray to the God of all living souls—animals, trees, peo-
ple—for guidance not just for themselves and their families, but
for the many nonhuman beings that they have the power to save
or destroy. As we wait to hear the whisperings of inspiration from
above, let us not discount the voices of reason, humility, and for-
bearance emanating from within and around us. Let us pay closer
attention to the broader historical trends and dialogues, the intel-
lectual, cultural, and spiritual ecologies, of which our tradition is
a part. And, above all, let us listen to the chorus of myriad other
voices—buzzing, squawking, howling, clicking, peeping, grunting,
trilling, burbling, whinnying, and echoing silently across the land-
scapes of extinction—that have been inspiring and answering our
prayers all along.
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