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Ignorance or Indifference?

“The worst sin towards our fellow creatures is not to hate them but to
be indifferent towards them. That's the essence of inhumanity."
George Bernard Shaw

Two newly-arrived Australian teachers were being taken by car to
their school for a meeting with the headmaster. On the way they
saw a dog lying in the road. It had been hit by a car. "Stop the car,
we must help it." The Japanese teacher accompanying them looked
embarrassed. "If we stop, we'll be late for the meeting." Damn the
meeting, just stop the car," they repeated, ignoring him. Finally he was
forced to turn back and return to the injured dog in the road. "We must
get it to a hospital," and so it went on until they had persuaded the
teacher to find a hospital and make sure that the dog had emergency
treatment. The story had a happy ending since the dog recovered and
its owner was traced. The teacher wrote of this incident in the school
magazine, at the end of which he commented, "If | were a dog, | would
prefer to live in Australia."

The sad thing is, as David and Susan point out in their letter from Shiga
Prefecture (p 14-15), is that people are so indifferent or they refuse to
take any action when they see an animal in distress. It's the 'it's-not-
my-problem’ syndrome. Like many people who phone ARK saying “l've
seen this poor dog, isn't there anything YOU can do?" When we then
say "why don't YOU do something?" they always have an excuse: too
busy with job, living too far away, the owners are neighbours therefore
don't want to cause trouble. And yet they would be the first to complain
if the dog was causing THEM trouble in some way, but not if the dog is
in trouble itself.

Wherever we go in Japan, in every city, every town, down every street,
we see dogs kept in a sorry state; dogs in trouble. This is especially

evident in summer when the temperature can exceed 30°C and in the
cities you can add an extra 10 degrees on top due to air-conditioners
pumping out hot air and to concrete buildings and surfaces, which
remain hot to the touch, even at night. Is it that owners who tie their
dogs outside in these conditions are ignorant or is it that they simply
don't care?

We were passing through the Japan sea-port of Maizuru this summer
when we spotted a dog tied to a miserable plastic kennel inches from a
double-laned main road where trucks poured passed in a never-ending
flow, belching out diesel fumes. The poor dog was exposed to the south
and west sun for the entire day and it was obviously distressed as it lay
panting, seeking a meagre bit of shade behind its kennel. The kennel
was thick with pollution grime, so was the dog's coat and so, no doubt,
were its lungs and intestines. We asked the owner sitting comfortably in
his air-conditioned office whether he didn't consider the dog's situation
miserable and cruel. He was quite shocked when we used the word
'cruel.’ He was fond of his dog and didn't see anything wrong in the
way it was kept. But "would you tie your child outside in this way?" "Of
course not," he laughed. He wouldn't let us take the dog and said he'd
"put it in the back garden where it was cooler." Fortunately, we know
people living nearby who can monitor the situation and make sure that
he keeps his word. As we left he held the dog up and made it wave its
paw to wish us goodbye.

He wasn't a bad man, he just didn't understand that cruelty does not
only mean beating, torturing, tormenting an animal or depriving it of
food and water, it also includes exposing it to extremes of weather, in
this case the hot sun without shade and the constant noise, vibration
and poisonous fumes of passing traffic.

We should all have the courage to 'speak up' when we see an animal in
distress, it often can make a difference.



