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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation examines two main problems: (1) the 

identity of beings with moral standing and (2) the adjudica

tion of conflicts arising between beings with moral stand

ing. 

Solving [1] provides a vehicle for treating [2]. Vari

ous features of beings identify them as having different 

kinds of moral standing. These varieties of standing cor

respond to varying degrees of moral value, establishing a 

hierarchy of moral priority. Conflicts between beings with 

moral standing are then adjudicated in favor of the party to 

the conflict who has the most or weightiest moral value. 

Moral agents have the weightiest moral value in virtue 

of their cognitive and affective capacities. Nonhuman mam

malian species have a lesser degree of moral value since 

they lack the cognitive capacities of agents but share their 

affective capacities. Birds, reptiles, and fish have even 

less moral value because they have only sentience. Finally, 

the weakest degree of moral value is had by nonconscious 

beings, notably plants, which have only a good-of-their-own. 

Natural objects and artifacts have no moral value at all 

since they have no cognitive or affective capacities, and no 

good-of-their-own. 
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Even though moral agents are more valuable from the 

moral point of view than any other being with moral stand

ing, this does not mean that the interests or good of agents 

always take precedence over the interests or good of other, 

nonhuman beings. It is only on those occasions where the 

basic welfare interests of agents are at stake that a con

flict between human and nonhuman beings is resolved in favor 

of moral agents. In situations where the welfare interests 

of agents are not at stake - though other non-basic inter

ests may be - while the welfare interests or basic good of 

nonhumans are at stake, the conflict is adjudicated in favor 

of the nonhumans. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Today in this country, just like most any other day, human 

beings will deliberately kill about 1,500,000 nonhuman be-

ings. 1 The kinds of "nonhuman beings," more commonly known 

as "animals," killed in such large numbers include monkeys 

and chimpanzees, cows, pigs, sheep, chickens, dogs and cats, 

mice, rats, and rabbits, and a few other species. Why do we 

kill them? These animals' deaths are intentionally caused so 

that human purposes can be served; their deaths provide us 

with many benefits, but for the most part we use their bod-

ies for food and clothing, and as instruments for scientific 

research. 

Is there something wrong with that? What do we mean by 

"wrong" here? It might be economically wrong if the killing 

is done inefficiently or is too costly. But could it be mor-

ally wrong? Is an animal the sort of being that one can le-

gitimately wrong in this sense? Do we have any responsibil-

ity to these nonhuman beings to promote or at least not ob-

struct their welfare? How do we determine those beings we 

can wrong and have responsibilities to and those we cannot? 

lDaily average based on approximately one-half billion 
deaths annually, as reported in PETAnews, newsletter of 
People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals, vol. 1, no. B, 
p. 6. 
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In western Montana, the Flathead National Forest has 

been subject to intense pressures from the lumber industry, 

whose practice of "clear-cutting" - removing every single 

living tree from a given tract of land - has begun to belie 

the use of the term "forest." In the communities surround-

ing the Flathead, economic stability and the livelihoods of 

thousands of people depend on the destruction of lodgepole 

and ponderosa pine, Douglas fir and western larch. Indeed, 

in western Montana, fifty cents of every dollar generated is 

ultimately a product of timber removal. And as the big trees 

fall, the ecosystems which they bind together are impover-

ished or destroyed entirely: topsoil washes away, streams 

are fouled, grizzly bears, timber wolves, and many other 

less striking animal species vanish. 2 

Do ecosystems or their constituents have no value be-

yond their economic, or some other, use for humans? Even if 

a forest or a fir tree is valuable "for its own sake," and 

not merely for ours, what does this have to do with our con-

duct toward them? How could the value of a bear or a wolf, 

let alone that of lifeless soil or water, possibly measure 

up against the value of humans and their dependents? Why 

should the fate of entire plant and animal species, much 

~For details, see John G. Mitchell, "War in the Woods" 
Audubon 91, no. 6 [1989], p. 92-130. 
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less this or that individual plant or animal, matter at all 

when the welfare of loggers and their families - members of 

the human community - in the pursuit of their chosen pro-

fession is threatened? 

In southern Arizona, debate has raged for years over 

the construction of an astrophysical complex on two peaks in 

the Pinaleno mountain range. To do so would require the 

deaths of hundreds of Engelmann spruce and subalpine fir 

trees, species rare in this region, as land is cleared for 

the observatories and support structures to be erected upon, 

and for roads to get to them. The lives of many individual 

wild animals of several species - attention has especially 

focused on a variety of squirrel - would be significantly 

altered, or ended, as their habitat is severely disrupted. 3 

But these deaths and disruptions would also be in their own 

way as instrumental to the advances and refinements in as-

tronomy, and to institutional prestige, promised by the de-

velopment of the mountain, as the telescopes themselves. 

How do the interests - or rights - of trees and squir-

rels, or the habitat as a whole, stack up against those of 

astronomers and other humans with some stake in scientific 

~This controversy has been regularly detailed in num
erous articles over the last several years in The Arizona 
Daily star, Tucson, Arizona. For a good summary, see Cole
man McCarthy, "Politics, the Pope, and Red Squirrels" The 
Washington Post 113, March 3, 1990, p. A25. 
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achievement? Is it nonsense, or simply false, to say that 

animals or nonconscious beings like plants or habitats, have 

interests and rights to begin with? If we can make sense of 

this, and if it is true that these beings have rights and 

interests, how much should theirs count for or, perhaps bet

ter, why should their rights and interests count for any

thing at all in a clash with ours? If, on the other hand, 

it is nonsensical or false to suppose that anything other 

than a human being has rights and interests, are we then 

free to do what we will with these nonhuman and nonconscious 

beings, so long as no one objects? 

These situations in Montana, Arizona, and throughout the 

country at large all share a common feature: they are in

stances where human interests, goals, and goods are achieved 

at the expense of the lives of animals and plants, and the 

degradation of earth and water. Most all of us believe that, 

except in quite extraordinary circumstances, to achieve our 

aims at the expense of human life and degradation is morally 

wrong. Some no doubt regard this as true in any circum

stance. If we were asked to say why this is morally wrong, 

I think we would point out that to exploit people in this 

manner is to fail to respect their unique value as persons, 

it is to treat them as objects to be used, without consider

ation and concern for their own good, goals, and interests. 
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Given this moral constraint, we try to settle these clashes 

of people's aims and purposes fairly and equitably by weigh

ing and balancing the interests and good of those in con

flict. The questions raised above following the brief des

criptions of these cases all implicitly suggest these more 

fundamental questions: What are the relevant differences be

tween humans and nonhuman and nonconscious beings which 

would morally justify our using them in these ways, though 

we are not morally justified in using each other similarly? 

Do these practices stand in need of moral justification at 

a11? 

These fundamental questions, in their turn, suggest the 

two problems that will exercise us throughout the course of 

this inquiry. First, we must identify those beings with 

"moral standing," those who are "morally considerable." 

That people have "moral standing" seems to be a large part 

of what we mean when we say that they are not to be used for 

others' purposes, that they are to be respected, and their 

interests and good considered with our own. That nonhuman 

and nonconscious beings do not have "moral standing" in this 

way seems to be presupposed by the practices of using their 

bodies for food and clothing, sacrificing their lives for 

the sake of astrophysics, and causing their deaths and de

gradation so that loggers do not have to find other work. 
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The "problem" of moral standing then comes to this: the 

possibility of morally appraising these practices according 

to something other than their impact on humans depends on 

our ability to say what it is about nonhuman and nonconsci

ous beings which regulates our conduct toward them in the 

same or similar ways in which our conduct toward other peo

ple is regulated. As moral agents - as beings trying to 

answer "no light matter: it is the question, what is the 

right way to live?,,4 - we can make sense of our judgment 

that we are wronging animals or trees or the earth itself, 

or doing right by them, only if we understand why what they 

are subjects us to moral constraints in our relations with 

them. We can begin to understand this if we first reflect 

on what it is about people that makes them the objects of 

our moral activity. 

This leads to our second problem. After we have deter

mined the identity of those beings with moral standing, how 

do we adjudicate the conflicts which arise between them and 

us? As I noted above, we treat other people with respect 

and consideration when we attempt to reach a fair and equit

able settlement when their interests and good come into con

flict with ours. It may be in my neighbor's interest to mow 

his lawn at dawn on Sunday morning when it is cool and he 

4 P l a to, The Republic, 352d, F.M. Cornford, trans. 
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does not have to go to work, but it is surely not in my in

terest to be awakened by his mower on a morning when I can 

sleep in. Respecting one another, and considering each 

other's good, perhaps he mows a little later and I get up a 

little earlier, or perhaps he mows when he wants and I sleep 

in Saturday morning. Now if a pig, a pine, a pond, or a 

podzol are morally considerable - are to be treated with re

spect and consideration - we will need principles and pro

cedures by which we can settle the clash between a person's 

desire for spare ribs and a pig's interest in not being 

killed, between an astronomer's activities or a logger's 

livelihood and a tree's well-being or the health of soils 

and water. 

These are the issues, in rough and simplistic form, to 

be discussed in the following pages. Here is a brief out

line of that discussion: 

Chapter one is mainly an exercise in choreography, 

setting the stage for the movements to come. Here we begin 

to clarify our first problem by explaining the concept of 

"moral standing" in more detail; "moral status" is adopted 

to replace this concept. I then describe two genera of 

theories, and their species, concerning the identity of be

ings with a moral status: the anthropocentric and the non

anthropocentric. A clarification and elaboration of the 
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central concepts of "intrinsic" or "inherent value" follows, 

and the term "moral value" is designated to stand in their 

place. Lastly, I examine the relevance of metaethics to the 

problem of moral value and status. 

Chapter two opens with an brief analysis of moral prin

ciples and moral judgments, wrapped up in a description of 

the normative method to be pursued. Then we begin the slow 

but steady refinement of the meaning of "moral status," 

distinguishing moral subjects from moral objects and deline

ating the features which define them. The concept of "in

terests" is analyzed here for the first time, and its rele

vance to having a moral status explained. The anthropo

centric view of moral status is then critically evaluated 

and found wanting, thus introducing the discussion of non

anthropocentric ethics at the level of nonhuman animals, 

their interests, and what their moral status might be. 

Chapter three explores various arguments which deny 

that animals have interests. Upon examination and critique, 

these arguments are all found to be defective. Chapter four 

then describes the moral status of animals in detail, and 

presents and defends a moral argument for vegetarianism. A 

counter-argument for the justifiability of meat-eating is 

considered and ultimately rejected. This chapter closes 

with our initial explicit treatment of the problem of ad-
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judication as we begin the process of determining how the 

conflicting interests of animals and humans may be reconcil

ed. This determination ultimately turns on the classifica

tion of interests into two wide-ranging types of differing 

priorities, and on differences in moral status which signal 

varying degrees of moral value. 

In chapter five, the topic of moral rights is finally 

discussed. The position which restricts rightsholding to 

moral agents, thus denying rights to nonhumans, is described 

and rejected. The concept of a "moral community" and its 

connection with rightsholding is discussed, and an alterna

tive view of the nature of rights and rightsholders, and 

their connection with interests, is presented. Rightsholding 

turns out to correspond to the strongest sorts of moral sta

tus but does not exhaust that status. This brings us more 

fully into an account of "sentience," a concept introduced 

in the discussion of interests, and demarcating the boundary 

between rightsholders and those beings without rights. 

The sixth chapter explores the possibility of moving 

beyond sentience and including nonconscious beings within 

the class of those with a moral status. Here, the concept 

of "a good-of-its-own" plays a crucial role and serves to 

finally distinguish those beings with a moral status and 

those without this status. The border of moral concern is 
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drawn here around the class of living things, and further 

explanations follow of the adjudication of conflicts between 

the welfare of beings with the various kinds of moral status 

and hence differences in moral value. 

In the last chapter, two major objections to the ac-

count offered are discussed and countered: first, the notion 

that nonliving beings have no moral status will be rejected 

on the grounds that they are functional components of an 

ecosystem, which is not to be distinguished from the moral 

community itself; second, the notion that moral value is a 

matter of degree will be rejected on the grounds that this 

is a kind of value possessed equally by all creatures who 

have it. In reply, the first objection is found to be lack-

ing a convincing supporting argument and the second objec-

tion provides immoral methods of conflict resolution, no 

methods at all, or methods that are not compatible with 

equal moral value. 

In an obscure chronicle of his travels one summer, 

nearly 150 years ago, the great novelist Victor Hugo wrote 

these words: 

In the relations of humans with the animals, with the flow
ers, with the objects of creation, there is a whole great 
ethic scarcely seen as yet, but which will eventually break 
through into the light and be the corollary and complement 
of human ethics .... Doubtless it was first of all necessary 
to civilize man in relation to his fellow men .... That task 
is already much advanced and makes progress daily_ But it 
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is also necessary to civilize humans in relation to nature. 
There everything remains to be done. s 

As the cases described earlier suggest, the sun of this 

"great ethic" seems to be very slow to rise. perhaps Hugo 

overestimated the state of the antecedent civilization of 

human relations and the speed at which it advances. He was 

surely correct that an enormous task awaits the progression 

of ethics beyond the human domain. That is to move moun-

tains. This investigation represents a small part of that 

great work and, I hope, a few steps forward. But if what I 

have to say below is even nearly right, "to civilize humans 

in relation to nature" is no "corollary and complement to 

human ethics." It is simply ethics. 

~En Voyage, Alpes et Pyrenee~, J. Hetzel: Paris, 1890, 
p. 180-181. This is the epigraph to Holmes Rolston, Environ
mental Ethics, Temple University Press: Philadephia, 1988. 
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chapter one: ETHICS 

1. Moral Standing 

In order to address our first and most basic question con-

cerning the identity of those beings with moral standing, we 

must start by arriving at a clearer understanding of what it 

means to say that something has moral standing or is morally 

considerable. "Moral standing" is an expression originally 

spun-off from the concept of "legal standing," sometimes 

used in the discourses of Anglo-American law, and initially 

brought into vogue by Christopher stone. According to stone, 

to have legal standing is to "count jurally - to have a leg-

ally recognized worth and dignity in [one'sl own right, and 

not merely as a means to benefit [othersl."~ He goes on to 

argue that natural objects such as rivers and valleys do 

count in this way, qualifying for legal standing, because 

they meet certain relevant jurisprudential conditions as 

legal rightsholders.~ 

Analogously, we may say that to have moral standing is 

1 Should Trees Have standing? William Kaufman: Los Al
tos, CA, 1974, p. 11. stone has more recently dropped the 
term "standing" in favor of "considerateness." See Earth 
and other Ethics, Harper & ROW, New York, 1987. 

2stone, p. 11-39. Stone treats having legal standing 
and having legal rights as equivalent. I do not regard hav
ing moral standing and having moral rights as being equiva
lent, but the topic of rights is postponed until chapter 
five. 
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to count morally in problems of practical adjudication, to 

have one's worth morally recognized - a worth that is in 

some way independent of usefulness. To have moral standing 

is to "have a claim to be considered, by rational agents to 

whom moral principles apply."o Thus, to have moral standing 

is to be morally considerable, that is, to be worthy of con-

sideration as the object of the application of moral prln-

ciples. This gives rise to a crucial concept: moral objects 

are all those beings who have a claim on "rational agents" 

to be considered, a claim that their worth be recognized by 

those agents and that they be treated accordingly; moral ob-

jects are the foci of the moral demands which regulate 

agents' conduct. These notions of consideration and recog-

nition lead to a second crucial concept: moral subjects are 

all those beings to whom moral principles apply; they are 

moral agents, those who do the recognizing and considering, 

the subjects - the loci - of moral demands. 4 

3G.J. Warnock, The Object of Morality, Methuen: New 
York, 1971, p. 148. Emphasis added. 

4My use of moral "subject" and "object" is idiosyncra
tic, reversing the standard designations. Typically, moral 
subjects are not beings to whom moral principles apply, as I 
employ the term here (i.e. moral agents), but are the beings 
agents treat rightly or wrongly. (For example, Paul Taylor, 
Respect for Nature, Princeton University Press: Princeton, 
NJ, 1986, p. 16-20.) I think the use adopted here more ac
curately reflects the perspective from which and to which 
these moral demands are operative. 

------ ----
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It may strike us as immediately obvious that moral 

agents have this claim to be considered by other moral 

agents. What might not be so obvious is precisely why this 

is so. We will have occasion to think about that question, 

but for the moment we can simply observe that the class of 

beings who are moral subjects (agents) appears to be identi

cal to the class of beings who are moral objects; the only 

difference between these classes looks to be a matter of 

moral perspective, as it were: focus vs. locus. However, to 

designate separate moral categories of subject and object 

suggests that there may be more than a mere perspectival 

distinction operative here, that there can be a difference 

in kind between those beings who are members of the respec

tive classes: at least some moral objects are not also moral 

subjects. As we proceed through this and the following 

chapters, this suggestion will be elaborated in detail. For 

now, let's merely note the possibility and press on. 

Next, we need to make some distinctions between certain 

kinds of moral terms. The most important of those, for our 

purposes here, is the concept of moral status. This term 

will be used henceforth as a convenient device to denote all 

those beings who are morally considerable: to have a moral 

status is to be either a moral subject or a moral object or 

both. Therefore, "to have moral standing," "to be morally 
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status" are all synonyms. 
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These expressions are to be distinguished from the ex

pression "morally relevant" I propose we restrict this con

cept in the following way: something is morally relevant if 

it is pertinent or applicable to the justification of either 

a moral judgment or a moral principle. For example, the 

mathematical calculation of dividing the quantity of water 

left in the desert water bag by the number of people in the 

company to determine a fair and equal distribution is moral

ly relevant, but that formula itself has no moral status. 

Similarly, that people are averse to being harmed may war

rant the principle that harming is morally wrong and show 

the moral relevance of causing harm, but harm itself - the 

Ding an sich as it were - has no moral status. 

"Moral status" is also to be distinguished from "moral 

significance." Judgments of moral significance are made by 

moral agents when deciding the comparative worth or value of 

beings with a moral status in order to rank or prioritize 

those beings or their interests, rights, or good. As we will 

see, judgments of moral significance are essential to solv

ing our second problem, the adjudication of conflicts among 

those with a moral status. To say that X has greater moral 

significance than y to say that X is of greater moral worth 



24 

than Y, or that it's interests, rights, or good are more 

worthy of realization than Y's. 

With this so far rudimentary conceptual arsenal at our 

disposal we can now move on and ask and begin to answer the 

first of our two central questions: What does a being need 

to have in order to be worthy of moral consideration? In 

our new terminology, the question is: What are the qualifi-

cations for having a moral status? Kenneth Goodpaster was 

among the first to explicitly articulate the issue, which he 

put this way: 

In universalizing our putative moral maxims, what is the 
scope of the variable over which universalization is to 
range? .. What are the requirements for "having standing" in 
the moral sphere? However the question gets formulated, the 
thrust is in the direction of necessary and sufficient con
ditions on X in 

(1) For all A, X deserves moral consideration from A. 
where A ranges over rational moral agents and moral 'con
sideration' is construed broadly to include the most basic 
forms of practical respect .... ~ 

The standard philosophical answer to Goodpaster's question, 

prevailing for literally hundreds of years, was that the 

capacity to reason is the essential requirement for having a 

moral status, that the possession of rational capacities is 

at once both necessary and sufficient for moral considera-

5"On Being Morally Considerable" The ,Journal Qf philo
sophy 75 (1978), p. 308-309. 
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tion.s This special ability to reason not only served to 

distinguish the morally worthy from the morally worthless, 

but it turned out at the same time to specify the identity 

of those with a moral status, and those without it, in a 

very rigid manner. It seemed clear to all who reflected on 

the matter that only humans possess this crucial capacity. 

2. Anthropocentric Ethics 

To identify those beings with a moral status according to 

which beings are rational can serve as the paradigm case of 

an anthropocentric ethic: the members of the class of beings 

with a moral status is coextensive with members of the human 

species. Moral relationships are here restricted to inter-

actions between humans. In this system, we are the only be-

ings whose worth is to be morally recognized, a worth which 

transcends our use as means to others' ends; right and wrong 

are done to, and responsibilities and obligations are owed 

directly and exclusively to humans. Human beings are the 

sole possessors of a moral status. 

Anthropocentric ethics can be subdivided further into 

personacentric or homocentric ethics. Personacentric ethics 

distinguishes persons from other humans and holds that only 

bBeginning at least with Aristotle in Nicomachean 
Ethics, especially Book I, though of course Aristotle did 
not put the matter in this way. 
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persons have that special value which defines their exclu-

sive status and importance, setting them off from the rest 

of the objects in the universe. Immanuel Kant provides per-

haps the best example of this ethic, and suggests its justi-

fication when he writes 

But suppose that there were something the existence of 
which in itself had absolute worth, something which, as an 
end in itself, could be the ground of absolute laws .... 

Now, I say, man and, in general, any rational being 
exists as an end in himself and not merely as a means to be 
arbitrarily used by this or that will. In all his actions, 
whether they are directed to himself or to other rational 
beings, he must always be regarded at the same time as an 
end .... Beings whose existence does not depend on our will 
but on nature, if they are not rational beings, have only a 
relative worth as means and are therefore called "things"; 
on the other hand, rational beings, are designated "per
sons," because their nature indicates that they are ends in 
themselves, that is, as something which must not be used 
merely as a means. such a being is thus an object of re
spect and, so far, restricts all [arbitrary] choice.? 

Persons are here distinguished from "things," and the merely 

human, according to their rational capacities; "their na-

ture" as rational beings signals their "absolute worth," 

beings who exist as "ends in themselves" and are therefore 

"object[s] of respect." The value of nonrational beings -

"things" - is therefore purely instrumental, it is a matter 

of the use we can make of them as tools for our ends. 

Of course, personacentric ethics does not have to be 

anthropocentric. As Kant implicitly accepts, "any rational 

?Fundamental Principles Qi the Metaphysics Qi Morals, 
1785, Second Section, para. 47 and 48. Lewis W. Beck, trans. 
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being" would qualify as a person and, thus, an end in it-

self, presumably irrespective of species membership. It's 

just that as far as Kant knew, and indeed as far as we know 

today, only (some) humans are clearly and uncontroversially 

rational. S For us, personacentric ethics is de facto an-

thropocentric. 

Homocentric ethics identifies beings with a moral sta-

tus not according to their possession of rational capacities 

but simply according to their membership in the taxonomic 

category of the human species: all and only Homo sapiens 

have a moral status. 9 Why move beyond the core of rational-

ity as the requirment for moral status? One reason is that 

without some particularly convincing appeal to potential or 

aFor a good discussion of whether or not some animals 
have powers of reasoning see James Rachels, Created From An
imals: The Moral Implications of Darwinism, Oxford Univer
sity Press: Oxford, 1990, p. 132-147. I do not intend to 
address this debate here. Kant is concerned, and we will be 
concerned about rationality only in its relationship to mor
al agency. I am not aware of anyone who claims that any an
imal qualifies as a moral agent. . 

9Richard Ryder coined the term "speciesism," an analog 
to racism or sexism, to refer to a moral bias which favors 
some species over others for no reason other than the fact 
of their species. See The Victims Qt Science: The Use of 
Animals in Research, Davis-Poytner: London, 1975. "Species
ism" has been much discussed in the literature of "Animal 
Rights" and "Animal Liberation" over the last fifteen years 
but, so far as I know, no one has ever identified a specific 
individual who actually holds this view. 
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past possession of rationality,10 personacentric ethics ex-

cludes nonrational humans from moral considerableness: the 

psychotic, the senile, the mentally retarded, and children. 

The implication that humans who are not yet or perhaps once 

were but are no longer rational have a status equivalent to 

that of "things," and may therefore be used as tools for our 

purposes is hardly consistent with ordinary moral thought. 

Homocentric ethics is thus one way to find accord with this 

mode of thinking. 

However, the philosophical and "common-sensical" grounds 

for the advance past the capacity to reason as required for 

moral status seem not to be of this taxonomic sort. Philo-

sophically, it was in large measure David Hume's arguments 

against the centrality of reason in moral thinking and ac-

tion which initiated the movement away from rationality as 

the qualification for moral status and toward, not species 

membership, but other less restrictive capacities. Hume ob-

served that it is only "when we have the prospect of pain or 

pleasure from any object,,11 that we are moved to action; 

this is in contrast with the function of reason, which is 

10In the next chapter we will discuss, and ultimately 
reject, this sort of attempt to include nonrational humans 
within the boundaries of personacentric ethics. 

DA Treatise Qf Human Nature, 1739, Book II, pt. iii, 
sec. 3. 
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essentially concerned with a priori and empirical knowledge, 

these being, according to Hume, motivationally inert. Now 

since reason - being theoretical - doesn't move us, but mor

al issues - being practical - do move us to act, morality is 

strictly speaking not a product of reason, but of the "pas

sions.,,12 Hume thus severely demoted the role of rational

ity and intimately bonded morality to our sentiments or emo

tions. 

This paves the way for including nonrational humans 

among those with a moral status and has the added advantage 

of being consistent with everyday moral thinking about them. 

There seems little doubt that our ordinary care for and con

sideration of nonrational humans is produced, or at least 

primarily produced, not by the accident of their biological 

classification, but by the fact that they possess a particu

lar capacity of fundamental importance. The sensations non

rational humans experience, particularly their feelings of 

pleasure and pain, seem to be an especially rich source of 

our moral concern. For now, let's refer to this capacity 

simply, and rather misleadingly, as sentience. Rational or 

not, certainly all human beings experience sensations which 

1~Hume, Book III, pt. i, sec. 1. 
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they are apt to seek out and avoid.i~ Sentience can then 

replace rationality as that special part of a being's nature 

which identifies it as an "end in itself," and the place of 

nonrational humans is secured in ordinary moral thinking. 

Whdt we have here is a turning away from the cognitive 

capacity of rationality as the qualification for moral sta-

tus, in favor of what we may call the affective capacities 

of sensation and feeling. i4 This indicates the first way in 

which moral subjects can be distinct in kind (and not just 

in perspective) from moral objects: rationality (and perhaps 

other cognitive capacities) is appa~ently required in order 

to qualify as a moral agent; that is, in order to meaning-

fully apply moral principles to some being, for those de-

mands to regulate her conduct, the ability to reason seems 

to be a prerequisite. This is why the class of moral agents 

and the class of moral subjects are identical. But to iden-

tify a class of beings as having a moral status according to 

i3There are some humans who, due to brain stern or spi
nal cord dysfunction, do not have sensations in some parts 
of their body. I am not aware of a case of someone who had 
no sensations whatever anywhere in her body and yet remained 
conscious. On the conception of personacentric and homocen
tric ethics so far considered, neither accounts for the mo
ral status of comatose individuals. 

i4"Affect" is a technical term in psychology referring 
to emotions generally and is contrasted with cognition. I 
am preserving this natural contrast here but expanding the 
psychological states which affect denotes. I discuss affec
tive capacities in detail in the next chapter. 
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their possession of certain affective capacities only, means 

that the class of moral objects and the class of moral sub-

jects are not identical. Thus, the point of the appeal to 

affective capacities is to identify a class of morally con-

siderable beings who are not themselves agents but are 

nonetheless worthy of moral consideration - as moral objects 

- by those who are agents.1~ The Kantian view, as so far 

adumbrated, is that the class of those with a moral status 

is exhausted by those same agents. 

Once the moral status of nonrational humans is main-

tained in virtue of their affective capacities, anthropocen-

tric ethics becomes very difficult to sustain. The trouble 

is that, unlike personhood, we are quite sure that humans 

are not the only sentient beings on this planet. Jeremy 

Bentham, influenced by Hume, emphasized the capacity to ex-

perience pleasure and pain as the determinant of moral con-

sideration, and quickly realized that many animals are cap-

able of these experiences. 16 Bentham suggests the arbi-

1~G.J. Warnock, in The Object of Morality, op. cit., p. 
148, coined the term "moral patient" to refer to these be
ings with a moral status but without the capacities of agen
cy - what I am here calling moral objects. 

16For his part, Hume asserted that animals not only 
experienced sensations, but are also capable of various 
emotions, such as pride, humility, love, hatred, kindness, 
and sympathy (Treatise, Book II, pt. i, sec. 12 and pt. ii, 
sec. 12). ' 
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trariness of requiring rationality for moral consideration 

and the consequence of its rejection when he prophesies that 

The day may come when the rest of the animal creation may 
acquire those rights which never could have been withholden 
from them but by the hand of tyranny .... the blackness of the 
skin is no reason why a human being should be abandoned 
without redress to the caprice of a tormentor. It may one 
day come to be recognized that the number of legs, the vil
losity of the skin, or the termination of the os sacrum, are 
reasons equally insufficient for abandoning a sensitive be
ing to the same fate. What else is it that should trace the 
insuperable line? Is it the faculty of reason, or perhaps 
the faculty of discourse? But a full grown horse or dog is 

. beyond comparison a more rational, as well as a more conver
sable animal, than an infant of a day or a week, or even a 
month, old. But suppose they were otherwise, what would it 
avail? The question is not, Can they reason? nor Can they 
talk? but, Can they suffer?17 

Here we begin the movement from anthropocentric ethics 

to nonanthropocentric ethics. This ethic seeks to extend 

the class of beings with a moral status beyond humans and 

their relationships with each other by including at least 

some nonhuman beings. We also have here the beginnings of a 

sense in which an ethic may be said to be "environmental," a 

label intended, at minimum, to provide a contrast with hu-

man, anthropocentric ethics (though humans are a part of the 

environment). Bentham's picture of moral consideration, his 

extension into the "environment," went just so far as to in-

clude sentient beings. Nonsentient beings thus assume the 

place, for Bentham, that nonrational beings did for Kant. 

17The Principles Qi Morals and Legislation, 1789, Chap
ter XVII, Section I, first footnote. 
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3. Nonanthropocentric Ethics 

This suggests that nonanthropocentric ethics, like anthropo-

centric ethics, may also come In one of two varieties. 

Neurocentrlc ethics is the view thut Bentham's "Insuperable 

line" is drawn around the capacity for experiencing a parti-

cular neurological (or perhaps psychological) state, specif-

ically here, the capacity for sensation. Why trace that 

crucial border here? Peter Singer explains that this capa-

city is just what we are cQnsidering in deciding how we 

should conduct ourselves toward others: 

... the only legitimate boundary to our concern for the in
terests of other beings is the point at which it is no lon
ger accurate to say that the other being has interests. To 
have interests, in the strict and nonmetaphorical sense, a 
being must be capable of suffering or experiencing pleasure. 
If a being suffers, there can be no moral justification for 
disregarding that suffering .... But the converse of this is 
also true. If a being is not capable of suffering, or of 
enjoyment, there is nothing to take into account. HOI 

This seems to locate what Kant called "absolute worth," and 

restricted to rational beings, within all and only those be-

ings capable of sensation and thus, according to Singer, 

having interests. For Singer, this requires us to take into 

account the interests - the sufferings and enjoyments - of 

mammals, birds, and fish in guiding our conduct toward these 

18Animal Liberation, Avon: New York, 1975, p. 176. 
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nonhumans.
ig 

Sentience may then be taken as the ground of 

this special, noninstrumental value which Kant said makes 

its possessor an "object of respect." Now since this type 

of "environmental" ethic is minimally nonanthropocentric -

letting sentient animals in but excluding nonsentient ani-

mals (perhaps crickets and ants), all plant-life, and other 

natural objects - let's call neurocentric ethics "thinly" 

nonanthropocentric. 

others have balked at what they see as the flimsiness 

of halting nonanthropocentric ethics at sentience or (ac-

cording to Singer) having interests, calling for a version 

with more depth and substance which includes more kinds of 

beings as moral objects. A nonneurocentric ethic moves past 

sentience in favor of some other criteria of moral worth 

which we acknowledge in creatures despite the fact that they 

have no mental states whatever, including even conscious-

ness. For Kenneth Goodpaster, what matters morally about a 

being is not that it has some mental life, but that it has 

life itself: 

Neither rationality nor the capacity to experience pleasure 
and pain seem to me necessary (even though they may be suf
ficient) conditions on moral considerability. And only our 
hedonistic and concentric forms of moral reflection keep us 
from acknowledging this fact. Nothing short of the condi
tion of being alive seems to me to be a plausible and nonar-

i·Singer, p. 176-179. For his own part, Singer says 
that "somewhere between a shrimp and an oyster seems as good 
a place to draw [Bentham's insuperable] line as any .... " 



35 

bitrary condition. 20 

This condition for moral status generates a nonneurocentric 

ethic focused on the considerableness of all living things: 

a biocentric ethic. The presence or absence of a brain and 

nervous system is not required for moral status. 

Just as Bentham and Singer placed sentient beings on 

the moral throne of "absolute worth" with Kant's rational 

beings,~1 biocentric ethics urges that more room needs to be 

made on that coveted perch. Paul Taylor makes the point 

this way: 

To have the attitude of respect for nature is to regard the 
wild animals and plants of Earth's natural ecosystems as 
possessing inherent worth. That such creatures have inher
ent worth may be considered the fundamental value presup
position of the attitude of respect. 

If it is true that a living thing has inherent worth, then 
it possesses such worth regardless of any instrumental ... 
value it may [or may not] have .... 2~ 

The respect due to rational beings on the basis of their 

"absolute worth" is thus transferred to all living beings -

animals and plants - on the basis of what Taylor calls their 

"inherent worth." Given the ubiquity and quantity of life on 

this planet, our world is now densely populated with moral 

20"On Being Morally Considerable" The Journal Qf Philo
sophy 75 [1978], p. 310. 

21Neglecting here the traditional disparities between 
Kant and the utilitarianism of Bentham and Singer. 

:;:-':"'Respect for Nature, op. cit., p. 71, 75. 
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objects on this conception. For that reason, call biocen-

tric ethics "thickly" nonanthropocentric. 

Nonetheless, still others find biocentric ethics incom-

plete, its Kantian roots still not yet fully extrapolated. 

Holmes Rolston see the expansIon of the moral community as 

the logical and incremental progression of enlightened 

thinking, hastening a snowball effect, further expanding the 

parameters of "environmental" ethics. Regarding Kant's per-

sonacentric ethics to be merely the core of an as yet unfin-

ished process of moral accretion, Rolston recommends a new 

assessment of a being's worth: 

What is proposed here is a broadening of value, so that na
ture will cease to be merely "property" and become a common
wealth .... We have a parallel, retrospectively, in the check
ered advance of the ethical frontier recognizing intrinsic 
goodness, and accompanying rights, outside the self. If we 
now universalize "person," consider how slowly the circle 
has been enlarged fully to include aliens, strangers, in
fants, children, Negroes, Jews, slaves, women .... [Nonanthro
pocentric] ethics queries whether we ought again to univer
salize, recognizing the intrinsic value of every ecobiotic 
component.:=!8 

The notion that not only rational beings, sentient crea-

tures, and living things generally, but also "every ecobio-

tic component" might have "intrinsic value" "and accompany-

ing rights" suggests a rather extraordinary ethical system. 

This raises the question: More precisely, what is meant here 

:::::::J"Is There an Ecological Ethic?" Ethics 85 [1975], p. 
101. 
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by "ecobiotic components" and what justifies their inclusion 

within a moral community or "commonwealth"? 

In reply, we can draw on a new concept of moral com-

munity advocated by forester and pioneer wildlife manager 

Aldo Leopold. Appealing to the science of ecology, he ob-

serves the close interconnections among all the "ecobiotic 

components," relations so intimate that effects on one ele-

ment ripple throughout an ecosystem. No part of the system 

sUbsists in isolation from the others. This fact, for Leo-

pold, binds ecology and morality, conferring upon the con-

stituents of an ecosystem a common "right to continued exis-

tence": 

All ethics so far evolved rest upon a single premise: that 
the individual is a member of a community of interdependent 
parts .... 

The land ethic simply enlarges the boundaries of the 
community to include soils, waters, plants, and animals, or 
collectively: the land. 24 

It is only "When we see land as a community to which we be-

long," urged Leopold, that "we may begin to use it with love 

and respect.,,25 Moral attitudes and components restricted 

by Kant to rational beings are now being employed in this 

"land ethic" not only to nonrational beings and nonsentient 

beings, but to nonliving beings like soils and waters as 

~4~ Sand County Almanac, Oxford University Press: New 
York, 1949, p. 203-204. 

~~Leopold, p. viii. 
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well. This grounding in the lessons of ecology gives us an 

ecocentric ethic that is maximally nonanthropocentric: since 

it is difficult, so far, to see what is not included within 

the moral community as a moral object on this conception, 

call ecocentric ethics the "thickest" ethics of the non-

anthropocentric type. 

Reaction to this sort of radical moral expansionism, 

this marriage of ecology and morality, can be predictably 

terse and dismissive. Reaffirming Kant, John Passmore was 

among the first to reject Rolston's and Leopold's innovative 

concept of community or commonwealth and its allied rights. 

Ecologically, no doubt, men form a community with plants, 
animals, soil, in the sense that a particular life-cycle 
will involve all four of them. But if it is essential to a 
community that the members of it have common interests and 
recognise mutual obligations then men, plants, animals, and 
soil do not form a community. Bacteria and men do not re
cognise mutual obligations nor do they have common interests 
.... To suggest, then, ... that animals, plants, landscapes 
have a 'right to exist', is to create confusion. The idea 
of 'rights' is simply not applicable to what is non-human. 26 

The reason being of course that in fact the nonhumans on 

this planet lack the rational capacities necessary to "re-

cognise mutual obligations" and qualify as persons. In its 

turn, this capacity of recognition, for Passmore, is requir-

ed in order to determine who the legitimate rightsholders 

are. 

::;""Man's Respons ibi 1 ity for Nature, Duckworth: London, 
1974, p. 116. 
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Passmore is insisting here that morality is strictly a 

reciprocal activity among human participants because humans 

are the only beings capable of this mutuality. Therefore our 

treatment of nonhuman, nonconscious, and nonliving beings is 

subject to moral constraints only insofar as our conduct ef

fects other humans or ourselves. For instance, causing sen

tient beings to suffer is wrong not because of some special 

value the creature has in and of itself which is part and 

parcel of its considerableness, but because it indicates a 

vicious, human character: " ... the condemnation of cruelty to 

animals does not depend on the presumption that men and ani

mals ... form a single moral community. It [isl ... based on 

the growing recognition that ... callousness, an insensibility 

to suffering, is a moral defect in a human being."""? And as 

for the biocentric to ecocentric idea that nonsentient, non

conscious, lifeless beings might have "absolute worth" or 

"intrinsic value," Passmore registers something approaching 

disdain: " ... to believe that it is intrinsically wrong to 

destroy a species, cut down a tree, clear a wilderness .... 

strikersl one, at a certain level, as merely ridiculous."2B 

In order to sum up the last two sections and fix ideas 

more clearly, we can employ two theses of nonanthropocentric 

2?Passmore, p. 117. 

28Passmore, p. 111. 
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or "environmental" ethics proffered by Tom Regan; this will 

be helpful to better map out the conceptual territory we 

have covered so far: 

(1) An environmental ethic must hold that there are nonhuman 
beings which have moral standing. 
(2) An environmental ethic must hold that the class of those 
beings which have moral standing includes but is larger than 
the class of conscious beings - that is, all conscious be
ings and some nonconscious beings must be held to have moral 
standing. 

If I am right the development of what can properly be called 
an environmental ethic requires that we postulate inherent 
value in nature. 2

• 

Anthropocentric ethics of the sort championed by Kant and 

Passmore, whether ultimately persona- or homocentric, can 

thus be seen as denying both (1) and (2) above. 8<":> "Thin" 

nonanthropocentric ethics - the neurocentric variety of Ben-

tham and Singer - accepts (1) but rejects (2). Goodpaster 

and Taylor's "thickly" nonanthropocentric, nonneurocentric 

ethics accepts both (1) and (2), asserting the intrinsic or 

(what Taylor calls) the inherent worth of both animals and 

plants, but not that of nonconscious, nonliving beings: bio-

::;:';r'''The Nature and Possibility of an Environmental 
Ethic" Environmental Ethics 3 [1981], p. 19-20, 34. Regan 
regards (1) and (2) as singly necessary and jointly suffi
cient conditions for a "genuine" environmental ethic. 

8°That is, they are denying that nonhuman beings (ex
cluding possible rational extraterrestrials) and nonconsci
ous beings have a moral status, not that nonanthropocentric 
ethics says they do. This qualification goes for the fol
lowing affirmations and denials as well. 
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centric ethics. The "thickest" sort of nonanthropocentric 

ethics holds theses (1) and (2) just as biocentric ethics 

does. Where they differ is in the location of intrinsic or 

(what Regan calls) inherent value also in nonconscious be

ings that are not alive; the ecocentric ethics of Rolston 

and Leopold thus either drops the quantifier "some" in (2) 

in favor of "all" (to include nonliving beings) or at the 

very least substantially increases the scope of the quanti

fier. Figure 1 on the next page depicts these types of 

ethics, their varieties, and exemplars in the form of a 

chart, which should make the distinctions clearer. 

4. Values 

In the quotations above, representing various positions con

cerning the identity of beings with a moral status, we have 

seen several occurrences of the expressions "intrinsic val

ue" and "inherent worth" in contexts which suggest Kant's 

notion of "absolute worth." What do these concepts mean and 

what is their connection with moral status? 

Tom Regan and Paul Taylor see inherent value or worth 

as very closely tied with the moral status of a being. 

Regan, as we saw, believes inherent value is "required" in 

order to account for the moral status of nonhuman and (at 

least some) nonconscious beings. More clearly and expli-
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citly, Taylor writes that 

The assertion that an entity has inherent worth is here 
to be understood as entailing two moral judgments: (1) that 
the entity is deserving of moral concern and consideration, 
or, in other words, is to be regarded as a moral [object], 
and (2) that all moral agents have a prima facie duty to 
promote or preserve that entity's good as an end in itself 
and for the sake of the entity whose good it is.3~ 

We have already noticed the Kantian flavor of Taylor's bio-

centric ethics, where animals and plants have a moral status 

because of their possessing inherent worth, and the respect 

that is therefore their due. Here, the force of this "be-

cause" is made plain: to have inherent worth entails having 

this moral status; this is to say that there is an intimate 

conceptual relationship between the two. The influence of 

Kant is underscored here as well in (2), where the good of 

such creatures is worth promoting and preserving as .an "end 

in itself" and for its own sake. 

What may seem odd to some about this is not merely the 

fact that Taylor (and Regan) want to attribute such a spe-

cial value or worth, formerly reserved by Kant to persons, 

to animals and plants; but also that these references to an 

end in itself and something being valued for its own sake 

have traditionally signified intrinsic value, which is nor-

mally contrasted with but related to inherent value. The 

"standard view," as we may call it, is that inherent value 

<:;JiRespeet for Nature, ap. eiL, p. 75. 
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is a species of extrinsic value, with the relationship bet-

ween extrinsic and intrinsic corresponding roughly to that 

between means and ends. C.I. Lewis originally set out the 

classification in this way: 

... the dichotomy 'intrinsic or extrinsic' is here restricted 
to signifying the distinction between what is valuable for 
its own sake and that which is valuable for the sake of 
something else . 

... the only thing intrinsically valuable - valuable for its 
own sake - is a goodness immediately found or findable and 
unmistakable when disclosed; all values of any other sort, 
including all values attributable to objects, are extrinsic, 
and valued for the sake of their possible contribution to 
such realizations of the immediately good. 82 

The inherently valuable is valuable, according to Lewis, 

just because of its capacity to "contribute" to the intrin-

sically valuable. So what exactly qualifies as intrinsic-

ally and inherently valuable, respectively? 

And since the ultimate aim of every sensible action is some 
realization of positive value-quality in experience, it is 
only the content of some actual or possible experience, as 
such, which will be called intrinsically good or valuable. 
The value of good objects ... is here classed as extrinsic 
value, always. 

Values which are extrinsic ... are to be found in exper
ience of that object itself to which the value is attribu
ted, and are called inherent values .... 38 

These quotations neatly articulate the standard view of 

the typology of value: only experiences or states of consci-

82An Analysis Qf Knowledge and Valuation, Open Court: 
LaSalle, IL, 1946, p. 392, 397. 

3~Lewis, p. 392. 
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ousness have intrinsic value34 - are valued for their own 

sake. Objects have only inherent (extrinsic) value to the 

extent that they have the capacity to produce intrinsically 

valuable experiences;3~ they are valued for the sake of or 

as means to the intrinsically valuable. Inherent values are 

therefore causally dependent upon intrinsic values: on this 

to view, to attribute inherent value to something presup-

poses there is something else which is intrinsically valu-

able. So if nothing were intrinsically valuable, then no-

thing would be extrinsically valuable; and, since the cate-

gories are supposed to be exhaustive, in that case nothing 

would be valuable at all. os 

04See also G.E. Moore, Ethics, Oxford University Press: 
London, 1912, p. 153, and William K. Frankena, Ethics, Pren
tice-Hall: Englewood Cliffs, NJ, 2nd ed., 1973, p. 89-91. I 
do not mean to suggest by the expression "standard view" 
that there is a unanimity of opinion that only experiences 
have intrinsic value, just that there is a general consensus 
that only they do. There are, after all, few if any unani
mous opinions on philosophical issues. 

35Lewis, p. 387. Also, an object may have potential 
inherent value insofar as it would produce an intrinsically 
valuable experience if it were perceived; its actual inher
ent value is realized upon producing that experience (p. 
388-389) . 

36Monroe Beardsley has maintained that (at least three) 
arguments for intrinsic value all fail, so there is no good 
reason to think that anything is valued for its own sake, 
but he does hold that some things are valuable nonetheless. 
See "Intrinsic Value" Philosophy and Phenomenological Re
search 26 [1965], p. 1-17. I suppose Lewis would accuse 
Beardsley of throwing out the baby and keeping the bath 
water. 
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Now Lewis does not explicitly say so, but it is fairly 

clear when he writes that "it is only the content of ... ex

perience[sl" which have intrinsic value, that he is talking 

about human experiences. He does not consider the idea that 

animals might have the same or similar sorts of experiences 

and the thought may not have occurred to him. Perhaps if it 

had, some of the "higher" animals - primates and dolphins, 

say - might have qualified. But even if the thought had oc

curred to him, Lewis certainly would not have countenanced 

the intrinsic value of nonconscious beings like plants, 

soils, and waters. The anthropocentric slant on intrinsic 

value can thus be regarded as a characteristic of the stan

dard view. 

The point then of this brief exposition is that as non

anthropocentric ethics becomes "thicker," the concepts of 

intrinsic or inherent value or worth are employed in in

creasingly non-standard ways. Some sentient animals covered 

by the neurocentric ethics of Bentham and Singer may be in

cluded, but surely most will not. Regan and Taylor's bio

centric ethics claims that plants and animals have inherent 

value, which is consistent with the standard view on the 

value of (nonconscious) objects; however, their talk of 

"moral standing," "respect," "an end in itself," and "for 

its own sake," suggests they instead are referring to in-

--- ---- --_. 
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trinsic value. Yet, according to the standard view, beings 

without experience, which have no conscious states, do not 

have intrinsic value but can only be means to intrinsically 

valuable human experiences. In that case, the Kantian lan-

guage of ends and respect becomes inappropriate. This is 

the difficulty as well for the ecocentric ethics of Rolston 

and Leopold; both want to attribute intrinsic value to the 

landO? ("every ecobiotic component"), but again the standard 

view says such objects may have only inherent (extrinsic) 

value as means to the realization of intrinsically valuable 

states of human consciousness. 

In order to sort out this matter there are three as-

pects which need to be treated. First, due to these fluctu-

ations in usage, we must decide on some one expression which 

will designate the sense that Kant, Regan, Taylor, Rolston, 

and Leopold are all after. That is, we want a sense of "ab-

solute worth" as an "end in itself," which denotes an "ob-

ject of respect" valuable for its own sake. Second, we need 

an expression which will designate this absolute worth of a 

being as a particularly moral worth.38 A distinction is ne-

37See ~ Sand County Almanac, op. cit., p. 223, where 
Leopold writes of land having "value in the philosophical 
sense." 

38I should point out that Taylor's concept of "inherent 
worth" is meant to be distinguished from Lewis' classifica
tion of intrinsic and inherent value, which Taylor accepts 
(Respect for Nature, op. cit., p. 73-74). However, Taylor 
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cessary here because people commonly speak of art objects, 

like paintings or sculptures, as being intrinsically valu-

able;3. others may regard precisely arranged living rooms or 

smiles as valuable for their own sake, that is, intrinsic-

ally. But surely the intrinsic value of a person (to take 

the clearest case) is something substantially different and 

significantly more important than these. Just what that 

difference and importance is, I suggest, will account for 

this special moral dimension. With these two points in mind, 

I propose as our preferred expression moral value: to say 

that a being has moral value is to say that it has value in 

itself or that it is valuable for its own sake; in other 

words, its value is not a function of the use to which it 

can be put. The distinction between the moral value of some 

being and the intrinsic value of a painting, say, will have 

something essential to do with the nature of that being, 

with what it is, and why what it is places constraints on 

agents' conduct with regard to that being. 

This leads to the third element in untangling this pro-

also says, in a footnote, that his new concept and Regan's 
of inherent value "are essentially identical" (p. 75) which 
can lend itself to just the sorts of confusions I'm trying 
to sort out and avoid. Best to drop the terms "inherent" 
and "intrinsic" altogether in moral contexts. 

39Though strictly speaking, according to the standard 
view, a painting or sculpture does not have intrinsic value 
(see Lewis, p. 410-412). 
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blem of value. Who or what has moral value and why? Like 

Taylor, I take the answer to this question to also be the 

answer to the question of the identification of beings with 

a moral status; to identify those beings with a moral status 

is, at the same time, to identify those beings possessing 

this moral value, and vice versa. So I see an entailment 

here of the strongest sort: 'a being with moral value has a 

moral status' is tautologous, a conceptual truth.4Q 

5. Metaethics 

This discussion of intrinsic and inherent value - or what I 

have called "moral value" - may suggest to some that we 

can't really be clear about who or what has moral value un-

til we are clear on what value is. To say that some entity 

has this value, and is therefore an object of consideration 

and respect for moral agents, can provoke questions about 

the nature or "being" of this value itself. One might also 

be tempted to demand some justification of the principle 

that entities with moral value should be treated with con-

sideration and respect, or that conflicts between beings 

4°Thus in the coming pages I will sometimes speak of 
"moral status" only or "moral value" only, but either used 
singly should be taken to include the other. Sometimes I 
will specifically say "moral status and value" to clarify or 
emphasize the kind of moral status and degree of moral value 
being explained. 
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with a moral status should be settled fairly and equitably. 

I intend in the following pages to ignore these sorts of 

metaethical puzzles concerning the ontology of value - its 

"reality" or lack of same - or the justification of the 

principles and rules which apply to moral agents concerning 

their conduct toward moral objects. This investigation is 

essentially a work in normative ethics, answering the ques

tions of which beings have moral value, who has a moral 

status on that basis, and what principles or rules of con

duct apply to agents in regards to these beings. The ques

tions of the metaphysical category to which this value be

longs, and the ultimate foundations of those rules and 

principles, are not treated, and do not need to be. 

There are those who may need convincing that metaethi

cal excursions are not necessary for a viable account of 

nonanthropocentric ethics. The ontological issue, in par

ticular, has seemed to some to be especially pressing. Tom 

Regan, for one, believes that the very possibility of non

anthropocentric, "environmental," ethics depends on the "in

herent value" necessary to account for the moral status of 

the nonhuman and the nonconscious having a very specific on

tological nature. This inherent value must be "an objective 

property of ... object[s] ... independent of any awareness, in-
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terest, or appreciation of it by any conscious being."41 

This position, in effect, commits nonanthropocentric ethics 

to some variety of metaethical realism, and denies that 

metaethical antirealism is compatible with it. If this is 

true, the ontological debate must be settled before we can 

even get nonanthropocentric ethics off the ground. 

What is the debate? Roughly, metaethical realism is 

the view that values are natural or nonnatural properties 

which exist or occur regardless of what anybody believes or 

feels about the objects to which they attach or our evidence 

for these properties. 42 By "objectivity" Regan means that 

values are discovered by people, not created or invented. 

Equally roughly, metaethical antirealism is a constellation 

of positions holding, in general, that values are not objec-

tive in this sense; they are not facts about the natural (or 

nonnatural) world, being instead reduced to the subjective 

psychological states of the valuer, or perhaps eliminated 

41"The Nature and Possibility of Environmental Ethics" 
op. cit., p. 30-31. Taylor concurs in Respect for Nature, 
op. cit., p. 73-75. 

4~The most comprehensive statement to date of metaethi
cal realism in the naturalist vein is David O. Brink, Moral 
Realism and the Foundations Qi EthiCS, Cambridge University 
Press, 1989. G.E. Moore's Principia Ethica, Cambridge Uni
versity Press: Cambridge, 1903, is the classic source of 
nonnaturalistic realism. 
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altogether ..... 8 

It is clear that Regan is in effect claiming that the 

availability of "environmental" ethics turns on value being 

both nonanthropocentric and nonanthropogenic: that is, not 

human-centered and not invented or created by humans. But 

it is not entirely clear exactly why Regan thinks realism is 

necessary for and antirealism incompatible with this avail-

ability. He seems to think that antirealism " ... restricts 

the loci of value to the lives and interests of human be-

ings .... " ........ so a realistic interpretation of inherent value 

is needed to invest nonhumans with the requisite value to 

confer a moral status. But the key term here is "interpre-

tation." It is just as open to an antirealist to maintain 

that a tree or a turtle has inherent (or moral) value, and 

is therefore to be treated with consideration and respect, 

as it is for a realist. The disagreement only arises when 

they start parrying metaethically, for his account of what 

this value amounts to is going to differ from hers. He will 

claim, for example, that his judgment of value is an expres-

sion of his own internal state of approval or attraction 

48Contemporary metaethical antirealism is perhaps best 
represented by John Mackie, Ethics: Inventing Right and 
Wrong, Penguin Books: Harmondsworth, Middlesex, England, 
1977, Part I, and Simon Blackburn, Spreading the Word, Ox
ford University Press: New York, 1984, chapters 5-7. 

44Regan, p. 20. 
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which he is "projecting" upon the natural object in ques-

tion, while she will purport to have encountered a fact 

about that object or apprehended the presence of a value 

property which is attached to it. In either case, we have a 

fairly clear nonanthropocentric ethic.4~ 

To suppose that the truth of antirealism - that human 

valuers in some sense create value - requires that only hu-

mans or their mental contents can have value is simply mis-

guided. Though the antirealist does require that the psy-

chological states of some valuer be activated in order for 

something, be it person or playa, to have value, he places 

no a priori constraints on what the object of those states 

are, much less restrict it to those states themselves. Value 

can be anthropogenic and nonanthropocentric. J. Baird Call-

icott makes the point this way: 

... the source of all value is human consciousness, but it by 
no means follows that the locus of all value is conscious
ness itself or a mode of consciousness like reason, pleasure 
or knowledge. In other words, something may be valuable only 
because someone values it, but it may also be valued for it
self, not for the sake of any subjective experience ... it may 
afford the valuer. Value may be subjective and affective, 
but it is intentional, not [necessarily] self-referential. 46 

4~Evelyn Pluhar has sketched a nonanthropocentric ethic 
which accepts antirealism in "The Justification of an Envi
ronmental Ethic" Environmental Ethics 5 [1983], p. 47-62. 

4GlQ Defense Qf the Land Ethic, state University of New 
York Press: Albany, 1989, p. 133. Callicott has worked out 
in detail a nonanthropocentric ethic, essentially an elabor
ation of Aldo Leopold's "land ethic," premised on a Humean
influenced subjectivism. See Parts II and III of this pub-
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Robert Elliot suggests another reason why advocates of 

nonanthropocentric ethics believe a retreat to metaethics is 

in order and subsequently reject antirealism. This is the 

thought that antirealism cannot accommodate circumstances in 

which there are no valuers whatever, in either the actual or 

some possible world, but in which we want to say that some-

thing nonetheless has value. 47 Elliot claims that such cir-

cumstances "are certainly prominent elements in various en-

vironmental ethics that have been advocated,,,48 but he fails 

to identify who takes these elements to be prominent and I 

have failed to come up with anyone who does. What is more, 

it is not clear why anyone promulgating a nonanthropocentric 

ethic would be at all concerned about such circumstances in 

the first place. Why would an actual or possible world with 

no valuers, but containing something of value, be of any in-

terest to someone concerned with guiding the conduct of mor-

al agents toward the natural, nonhuman world? If we assume 

there are no moral agents who are not also valuers, a world 

without valuers is therefore a world without moral agents 

and the question of their ethical conduct toward nonhumans 

lication. 

471lMeta-Ethics and Environmental Ethics" Metaphilosophy 
16 [19851, p. 107-108. 

48Elliot, p. 108. 
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is moot. In other words, an actual or possible world with

out moral subjects - beings who are subject to moral con

straints - is a world in which the problems particular to 

"environmental" ethics cannot arise, regardless of which 

ontology is correct. On a practical level, the issue is 

simply empty. 

In any case, as Elliot shows, the antirealist can ac

count for value in actual or possible worlds without valu

ers. He could simply say that the positive value he places 

on Amazon rain forests, for example, " ... is not dependent 

upon his perceiving them, enjoying them, contemplating them 

or even on the possibility of his doing things of this kind 

.... [F]rom his valuational point of view the continued exis

tence of Amazon rain forests is preferable, other things be

ing equal, to their destruction at any time [or in any pos

sible world] whatever. ,,4'3 But again, for such destruction 

to be morally wrong - to be an issue in nonanthropocentric 

ethics - it must be perpetrated by moral agents and, ex hy

pothesi, these sorts of beings do not exist here. 

A more interesting situation which might better explain 

an attraction by nonanthropocentric ethics to metaethics 

generally and realism in particular is this: Imagine the un

thinkable happens and a cure for the AIDS virus is never 

49Elliot, 109-110. 
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found. The human population of this planet is slowly but 

surely ravaged to the point where there is only a small band 

of people left alive. Call them the Omegans. The Omegans, 

being infected and therefore doomed as well, are bitter and 

vindictive about their inevitable fate and proceed to devote 

their remaining energy and time to destroying every plant 

and animal within their power. We may suppose the Omegans 

also trash every stream they encounter and poison the very 

soil they tread upon. We can also imagine that all sorts of 

weapons of war and tools of industry are at their disposal, 

so their powers might be considerable indeed. 50 

Now were antirealism true, the temptation would be to 

think that the Omegans are doing nothing morally wrong. 

After all, the class of valuers and the class of Omegans is 

identical in this awful world, and they do not regard nature 

as having any moral value whatever; their attitude is purely 

one of animosity, and they get what little satisfaction they 

can precisely by laying nature to waste. This might incline 

one to think that the antirealist is committed to saying, in 

this world, such environmental carnage is entirely appropri-

ate. And surely this result is anathema to any version of 

~aThis story is inspired by a similar tale, but with a 
different point, told by Richard Routley in "Is There a Need 
for a New, Environmental, Ethic?" Proceedings Qf the xvth 
World Congress Qf Philosophy I (1973], p. 207-208. 
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nonanthropocentric ethics, holding it hostage to subjective 

valuings and foreclosing a possibility which realism would 

leave open. 

Antirealism is not holding any type of ethics tostage 

or making it unavailable. The antirealist, in unison with 

the realist, can judge the Omegans' actions as morally re-

prehensible; he can simply maintain that a sensibility like 

theirs which approves of and finds satisfaction in the mass 

and indiscriminate destruction of nature is not one he can 

endorse and must be quite mistaken indeed.~~ He attributes 

moral value to natural objects in the Omegans' world even if 

they do not. In the same way that the antirealist can value 

worlds in which he or any other valuer does not exist, he 

can also value a world populated with valuers who find that 

world utterly worthless. 

These reflections explain why ontological investiga-

tions into the nature of value are not needed in order to 

advance a plausible nonanthropocentric ethic. A normative 

ethical system providing for the moral value and status of 

nonhuman and nonconscious beings can be attached to either 

realism or antirealism: normativity thus carries no metaeth-

ical constraints. To say that a periwinkle, a platypus, or 

~lThough the antirealist interpretation of a moral 
"mistake" would be different from that of the realist. 
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a person has moral value is not necessarily to commit one

self to the existence of objective, naturalistic or non

naturalistic properties attaching to the being in question; 

nor does it requIre one to be "projecting" some positive 

mental attitude upon that same being. 

There is, however, some reason to think that although 

a given normative position does not commit one to some par

ticular ontology of value, metaethical positions can close 

down certain normative options: the nonanthropogenic value 

of a realist metaethic does not necessarily guarantee a non

anthropocentric ethic. To see this, consider a brand of 

realism which holds that objective moral value is the sort 

of property which can only attach to minds or their consci

ous mental states. This would disallow the moral status of 

all nonconscious beings, and probably most all nonhuman be

ings (depending on the level of sophistication required of 

the minds) on the grounds that, ontologically, value is not 

the sort of thing such a being could possibly have. This 

view can prevent nonanthropocentric ethics from even getting 

started, even though value is still nonanthropogenic: the 

attaching of moral value to a mind would not be a function 

of or require any awareness, so that happiness, for in

stance, would have moral value whether or not anyone thought 

it did. Assuming this is a plausible metaethical view, and 
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keeping in mind that antirealism leaves open the question of 

what valuers do value, then, contrary to Regan's contention, 

it is realism, not antirealism, which can foreclose the pos

sibility of nonanthropocentric ethics. 

But in any case, I hope it is clear that we need not 

settle the metaethical issue before we can produce normative 

results. The ontology of value is a separate issue which 

must be dealt with on its own terms. Our job now is to pro

ceed with another level of inquiry. 

---- ... ------ ----- -.--
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chapter two: MORALS 

Our conceptual gameboard is now set with its players, we 

have a sense of the moves they make, and we also have a 

clearer picture of some key concepts. Our first problem can 

now be stated more precisely according to the terminology 

explained in the first chapter: what features of a being 

give it a moral status and, equivalently, confer moral value 

on it? 

In this chapter, we initiate the process of critically 

evaluating the varieties of anthropocentric and nonanthropo

centric ethics within the context of this question. Even

tually, we will determine which of these ethics is the cor

rect one. By "correct" I simply mean the position which pre

sents the best case for its side. The "best case" is the one 

with the sturdiest and most defensible conception of moral 

status and value, the one which, so far as we can tell, is 

rationally preferable to any of its competitors. A position 

is "rationally preferable" if it stands fast against criti

cal assault, while alternative views fall. 

The view of the moral status and value of beings we ul

timately find most acceptable should meet this formal stan

dard; as we begin to decide which is preferable in this way, 

we will be guided toward the principles and procedures need-
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ed to solve our second problem of adjudicating conflicts be

tween beings with a moral status. 

1. Moral Principles 

To put us in a better position to understand moral status 

and value, and the impact this understanding has on our pro

blem of adjudication, we need to first make some distinc

tions between various types of moral principles and moral 

jUdgments. In the coming pages, I will be accepting certain 

ordinary and uncontroversial moral principles as basic norm

ative assumptions. For example, the principles 'Harming, 

deception, and exploitation are morally wrong' and 'Consid

eration, kindness, and respect are morally right' will not 

be argued for or supported in any way. Whether these prin

ciples are best analysed in consequentialist or deontologi

cal terms, or in terms of some other ethical system, is a 

question we can safely ignore. Remember too that we are 

leaving a metaethical excursion into the rational justifica

tion or ultimate explanation of such principles behind. We 

will therefore not be concerned, on any level, with why 

harming is morally wrong or why kindness is morally right. 

These principles, which we can designate as action-specific, 

will serve as the given. 



62 

As I hinted in the entree to this chapter, we will on 

the other hand be very concerned with the justification of 

other sorts of moral principles which are not ordinary and 

not uncontroversial, namely, those regarding the moral sta

tus and value of beings. To illustrate these, we can regard 

personacentric ethics as holding the principle 'All and only 

rational beings have a moral status and value'; one version 

of a neurocentric ethic would claim that the correct prin

ciple is 'All sentient beings have a moral status and val

ue'; biocentric ethics maintains that the most defensible 

principle is 'All living beings have a moral status and 

value.' These types of principles will draw our intense 

scrutiny as we think about why rationality or sentience or 

life confers, or fails to confer, this special status and 

value. But our scrutiny here, recall again, will nonethe

less not be of a metaphysical nature: we are not embarking 

on a ontological search for the presence or absence of value 

properties in beings, or the projection or expression of 

valuers' attitudes about them. Instead of this, we will be 

looking for good normative grounds for the principle that 

rational beings alone or all sentient beings or all living 

things have a moral status. Such grounds will answer the 

questions of why these features warrant the attribution of 

this status to some creature, and what the nature of its 
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status is. Thus, we will consider arguments for and against 

these sorts of principles and not simply assume them; to 

mark the distinction, call these moral principles concerning 

the status and value of beings entity-specific. 

Why should these features supply, or fail to supply, 

good normative grounds for entity-specific principles? A 

full answer to this question must of course await the more 

detailed arguments to follow, but a preliminary answer can 

be given here. To make sense of such a principle as 'All 

sentient beings have a moral status' requires a clear under

standing of what this concept "moral status" means. Thus a 

feature of a being which grounds the attribution of a moral 

status or, its equivalent, moral value to it will have some

thing essential to do with what it is that makes entities 

moral subjects and objects, with what moral subjects and 

objects are. This is the normative aspect of these grounds. 

And since we have already mentioned that moral subjects and 

objects can be different sorts of beings, of differing sta

tus, this suggests that such beings will have different 

sorts of moral value. This is where judgments of "moral 

significance," introduced in the last chapter, will be acti

vated, and, as we will see, this also address our problem of 

adjudication. 
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Entity-specific principles have a special importance, 

and there is a particular urgency about their justification, 

because they are in a certain sense more fundamental than 

action-specific principles, and so acquire a kind of prior

ity over the action-specific type. In order to meaningfully 

claim that causing harm to some entity X is morally wrong, X 

must be the sort of entity that can be the object of the ap

plication of this moral principle: a moral object. This 

means that the moral status of X must be established first, 

before we can make sense of the employment of the action

specific principle which regulates our conduct toward it. 

In other words, we need to say what it is about X which 

makes it the object of some action-specific principle, an

tecedently to the successful operation of that principle. 

And that feature (or features) of X which accomplishes this 

will be articulated in some entity-specific principle which 

purports to ground its moral status. It is that warrant 

which is to be critically evaluated, to see how well the 

principle stands up. 

2. Moral Judgments 

Moral principles, of either the action- or entity-specific 

type, are applied in particular instances in order to form 

moral jUdgments. For example, imagine you are approached by 
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Jack, who asks for the whereabouts of Jill. You know where 

Jill is, and you accept the action-specific principle 'De-

ceiving others is morally wrong,' so on that basis you form 

the judgment 'Lying to Jack about Jill's location is morally 

wrong.' Yet judgments such as these - action-specific moral 

judgments - are not ordinarily taken as absolute and uncon-

ditional; sometimes to cause harm or to deceive is morally 

permissible or even required, and kindness and concern for 

others may be morally inappropriate. This is the notion 

that these moral judgments have a prima facie character, 

that they may be overridden or are defeasible in light of 

further facts or evidence. 1 

This is straight-forwardly analogous to common nonmoral 

judgments which are defeated with the addition of other in-

formation: my judgment 'The wall is red' is overridden when 

I learn that a red light is shining on a white wall. Thus 

the reason 'The wall looks red' and the reason 'This is an 

act of deception' are prima facie reasons for believing, 

respectively, that the wall is red or that the action is 

morally wrong. The appearance of the wall and the use of 

deception sets up a presumption in favor of the wall's red-

1strictly speaking then, the judgment is 'Lying to Jack 
is prima facie morally wrong' just as the relevant principle 
here is 'Deception is prima facie morally wrong.' For rea
sons of economy, I'll hereafter omit this de£easibility con
noting qualifier, taking it as understood to be obtaining. 
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ness and the action's wrongness; absent any contravening 

evidence, the orginal judgment stands. 2 

To illustrate this, imagine that Jack, who asks for 

the whereabouts of Jill, is in fact a homicidal maniac and 

plans to eliminate her: for you to reveal her location would 

cause her death. Now everyone would agree that the fact that 

great harm would befall Jill defeats the judgment 'Lying to 

Jack about Jill's location is morally wrong,' so you should 

deliberately deceive Jack.3 The special circumstances which 

obtain here justify the judgment 'Lying to Jack is not mor-

ally wrong,4 and override the judgment based on the action-

specific principle about the wrongness of deception. Call 

this a negation de£easibility. 

Moral judgments formed from the application of entity-

specific principles - entity-specific moral judgments -

2This is a rough adaptation of the epistemological 
structure detailed by John Pollock in Knowledge and Justifi
cation, Princeton University Press: Princeton, NJ, 1974. He 
has extended this scheme into the moral domain in an article 
"A Theory of Moral Reasoning" Ethics 96 [1986], p. 506-523. 

8Famous1y, everyone except Kant would agree. See "On 
the Supposed Right to Lie From Benevolent Motives" Critigue 
of Practical Reason and Other Works Qll the Theory of Ethics, 
T.K. Abbot, trans., Longmans, Green & Co.: London, 1909, p. 
361-365. The Case of the Homicidal Maniac Who Compels Us to 
Break Moral Rules is as old as Plato in The Republic, 331c. 

4And simultaneously justifies the contrary judgment 
'Lying to Jack is morally right.' Whether this is 'right' 
in the sense of permissible or required is a further ques
tion we need not address here. 
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apparently are not defeasible in quite the same way. To see 

this, let's assume that a neurocentric ethic is correct; in 

that case, a relevant entity-specific principle is 'A senti

ent being has moral value.' In applying this principle to a 

particular being we form the entity-specific judgment 'Jill 

has moral value.' Suppose then (perhaps due to your Kantian 

fixation) Jack gets hold of Jill and kills her: one moment 

Jill has moral value, on the basis of her sentience, and the 

next she is no longer sentient. But notice now that the 

movement from 'Jill (as sentient) has moral value' to 'Jill 

(as dead) has no moral value' is not the same as the move

ment from 'Lying to Jack is morally wrong' to 'Lying to Jack 

is not morally wrong.' This is simply because in the former 

case we do not have a sentient being at all, we no longer 

have Jill. Her moral value has been totally obliterated 

along with her. Conversely, in the case of Jack, we still 

do have a lie there, ripe for moral appraisal: the deception 

remains operative or extant, so to speak, while Jill and her 

value do not. 

The question then is: What can be overridden in the 

context of entity-specific moral judgments? In outline form, 

de£easibility here seems to work as follows: As we know, to 

say that some entity has a moral status is to say that it is 

either a moral subject or a moral object. We have also no-
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ticed that since moral subjects and moral objects can be 

different sorts of beings, this indicates that they can have 

different sorts of moral value. This in tUrn suggests that 

some entity-specific moral judgments are concerned with the 

comparative moral value of two or more beings, expressing a 

relational judgment of moral significance: for e~ample, 

'Jill has greater moral value than Methuselah'~ or 'Jack and 

Jill are of equal moral value.' Now to attribute moral value 

to a being is to maintain that that being has a claim upon 

moral agents, a claim which regulates their conduct toward 

it. This implies that entity-specific moral judgments which 

articulate differentials in moral value can also articulate 

features of beings in virtue of which we can justify the 

judgment that some moral claims of beings override the con-

flicting claims of other beings. In other words, differen

tials in moral value can correspond to differentials in the 

strength of these claims - their pull on moral agents -

compared to one another. Call then the defeasibility char-

acteristic of entity-specific moral judgments comparison 

defeasibility. 

Though negation and comparison defeasibilities function 

in different ways, there is a certain parallel and an impor-

~"Methuselah" is the popular name for the oldest known 
living tree (about 4600 years), a bristlecone pine located 
in the White Mountains of California's Sierra Nevada. 

--- ------ --.--
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tant relationship between them and the action-specific and 

entity-specific moral judgments in which they occur. The 

parallel is this: the action-specific judgment 'Lying to 

Jack is not morally wrong' can be formed by the application 

of another action-specific principle, 'Harming is worse than 

deceiving'; similarly, the entity-specific judgment 'Jill 

has a stronger moral claim than Methuselah' can be formed by 

the application of another entity-specific principle, 'A 

sentient being has greater moral value than a living (non

sentient) being.' These new principles provide the grounds 

for the alternative judgments, respectively, 'Harming Jill 

is worse than lying to Jack' and 'Jill has greater moral 

value than Methuselah.' As with the others already mention

ed, this new type of action-specific principle will not be 

justified or defended in any way, while this new type of 

entity-specific principle will be thoroughly investigated. 

For instance, the question of precisely why a sentient being 

has greater moral value than a living (non-sentient) being 

will be treated in detail. 

Action-specific and entity-specific moral judgments are 

related in a manner which reinforces the fundamental prior

ity of entity-specific principles. Assume that, on the ba

sis of her sentience, Jill has greater moral value than Me

thuselah, whose moral value is based simply on the fact that 
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it is a living being. In that case, Jill's moral claim is 

stronger than the tree's; this implies that in a situation 

of moral conflict, where, for example, agents must choose to 

either harm Jill or harm the tree, it is Jill who is to be 

spared. This means that although normally the judgment 

'Harming Methuselah is morally wrong' is apposite, in this 

case of conflict the judgment 'Harming Methuselah is not 

morally wrong' is justified. Thus entity-specific prin

ciples ('A sentient being has greater moral value than a 

living being') can also provide the grounds for action

specific judgments ('Harming Jill is morally worse than 

harming Methuselah'). 

Admittedly, the concepts as so far explained in this 

chapter are a bit rough and ready. The ideas expressed in 

the last three paragraphs especially may seem unmotivated 

and unsupported. We will therefore need to see some speci

fic arguments and exampJes to better understand them and, 

indeed, much of the rest of our discussion in the coming 

pages is directed specifically at clarifying and defending 

the ideas sketched just above. For now, it is enough to get 

a general sense of the notions to be subsequently detailed. 

In order to facilitate this broad comprehension, Figure 2 on 

the next page represents the distinctions outlined in this 

and section 1 in table form. 



Type 

Moral Principle 

Moral Judgment 

Defeasibility 

Action-Specific 

'Deception is wrong' 

'Harming is worse 
than lying' 

'Lying to Jack is 
wrong' 
'Harming Jill is 
worse than lying 
to Jack' 

negation: 'Lying to 
Jack is not wrong' 
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Entity-Specif ie 

'A sentient being has 
moral value' 
'A sentient being has 
greater moral value 
than a living being' 

'Jill has moral value' 

'Jill has greater mo
ral value than Methu
selah' 

comparison: 'Jill's 
moral claim is strong
er than Methuselah's' 

Figure 2: Typology of Moral Sentences 

These brief explanations distinguishing types of moral 

sentences indicate that our procedure aspires to be at once 

both "common-sensical" and philosophically enlightened. We 

will be attempting to steer a course between, on one hand, 

the undoubted resilience and cogency of ordinary moral judg-

ments, making sense of them where we can, diverging from 

them only by good reason and necessity; and on the other 

hand, the more rarified constraints of sound philosophical 

analysis, where we will try to offer compelling premises for 

the arguments which ordinary judgments fail to make expli-

cit. To be clear: "ordinary language" is not here taken as 

the standard by which our philosophical results are to be 
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measured; we will have occasion to offer reasons to believe 

that some rather extraordinary moral judgments are true, 

judgments which, so far as I know, have not enjoyed any sort 

of common currency. However, such uncommon judgments will 

not form any part of a philosophical repudiation, so much as 

they will evidence just the sort of logical pursuit of im-

plications that philosophy so prizes and ordinary language 

so notoriously does not trace out. So this is to say, with 

J.L. Austin, that ordinary language may not be the last word 

in philosophical analysis, but it is doubtless the first 

word. S 

3. Complete Moral Status and Value 

To propose two separate species of moral status - subject 

and object - suggests that the features of a being which 

make it a moral subject will be different from those which 

make it a moral object. And since, as I noted earlier, all 

moral subjects are also moral objects, but some objects are 

not subjects, we may expect that subjects will have all the 

features required to qualify as an object and some others. 

It will be these others which identify its status as a sub-

ject and distinguish it from an object. We can then make a 

e"A Plea for Excuses" Philosophical Papers, Oxford Uni
versity Press, 1979, p. 133. 
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further distinction which will be useful as we proceed: call 

a being who is a moral subject - a moral object and a moral 

agent - a being with a complete moral status; and call a be

ing who is a moral object only - not an agent - a being with 

an incomplete moral status. This will avoid ambiguities when 

speaking of moral objects, meaning those which are not also 

subjects (agents). 

Since a complete moral status is contrasted with an in

complete according to additional features characteristic of 

agency, we will find that these additional features will 

provide reasons for ascribing to moral subjects a greater 

moral value than beings with an incomplete status. On this 

basis, the complete moral value of a moral subjects will 

produce stronger moral claims on their behalf which will 

override the conflicting, weaker claims of moral objects, 

grounded in their incomplete moral value. This will be to 

activate the model of comparison defeasibility discussed in 

the last section by arguing that different degrees of moral 

value are to be ascribed to moral subjects and moral objects 

respectively. This argument will unfold as we proceed to 

discuss these kinds of moral status and value. 

An anticipatory note of caution is in order here. We 

should realize that the action-specific principle 'Harming 

is worse than lying,' which sanctions our lying to a homici-
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dal Jack about Jill's location, does not hold in all cases: 

this is a result of the prima facie character it shares with 

moral principles and judgments generally. If I can spare 

Jack a punch in the nose by corroborating his myth about 

some particularly mortifying and callous practical joke he 

has played on his sister Jill, the deception is unlikely to 

be justified. Some harms and some lies are worse than other 

harms and lies. By the same token, we can bet that some 

claims made on the basis of a complete moral status will not 

override the claims of an incomplete moral status: there may 

well be cases in which, for example, the entity-specific 

principle 'A sentient being has greater moral value than a 

living being' does not serve to override the claims of the 

living being with those of the sentient one. Just as harm 

does not override deception simply because it is an instance 

of harm, claims do not override merely in virtue of the fact 

they originate with a moral subject. 

I said moments ago that since all moral subjects are 

also moral objects, it follows that subjects will have all 

those features which identify objects "and some others." 

What might these other features be that subjects alone have, 

which distinguishes them from objects? In order to answer 

that question, we must first get a handle on just what it is 

that a moral subject does: this is to supply those good nor-
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mative grounds referred to above. We noted in chapter one 

that a moral subject is so called because she is subject to 

moral demands. What does this mean? In simplest terms, a 

moral subject is a being who has and assumes responsibili

ties and obligations to others, who forms judgments of what 

is either morally right or morally wrong and then performs 

or fails to perform actions on that basis, who is then 

praised or blamed accordingly, and, following from the na

ture of the actions taken and the responsibilities and obli

gations discharged, a morally good or morally bad character 

is ascribed to a moral subject. 

This account of moral subjects may be a bit unsatisfy

ing because of the circular feel in defining the moral con

cept of a subject, rather uninformatively, in terms of other 

moral concepts such as responsibility, right, and blame. We 

need to ask then, what morally relevant features of a being 

- facts about it - identify it as a moral subject? We are 

looking here for something about the nature of the entity 

which grounds the attribution of complete moral value as a 

subject, according to what we expect moral subjects to do. 

This suggests that the appropriate question is: What capaci

ties of the being provide good normative grounds to ascribe 

this moral status and value to it? These should be the fea

tures which ultimately distinguish a complete from an incom-
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plete moral status. 

The following cognitive capacities seem to be required 

in order to make the deliberation necessary to appreciate 

and acknowledge responsibilities, obligations, and moral 

propriety possible: 

[1) Rationality: the ability to reason deductively, in

ductively, or inferentially (generic) from abstract princip

les to concrete cases and vice versa, from abstractions to 

other abstractions, and particulars to other particulars. 

(2) Language: the ability to manipulate complex sets of 

symbols (visual or auditory) in a way that communicates or 

imparts meaning to the subject and others. 

(3) Indexicality: awareness or consciousness of the 

self or 'I' as a distinct and unique entity, separate from 

other objects and entitities, with its own personal history, 

possible future, and present identity. 

(4) Temporality: a sense of the passage of time, or a 

concept of the past (memory) and future (visualize, imagine 

or anticipate post-present events or states of affairs). 

[5] Autonomy: self-motivated or purposive activity 

chosen by "free will" and not compelled via genetic predis

position, instinct, or conditioning. 

Now these five features are not asserted as a compre

hensive or exhaustive list of the qualifications of moral 
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subjects. Nor do I necessarily suppose they are uncontro

versial or obvious. As we will see more plainly, and as has 

already been implied, a precise conception of a moral sub

ject is not our most important task, so we shouldn't be 

overly concerned about argumentative gaps in this part of 

the inquiry. However, I can make some remarks here which 

might avoid misunderstandings. 

I do not deny that there may well be other essential 

capacities of beings which should be included to more fully 

characterize what a moral subject is, though I do doubt this 

list can be plausibly foreshortened. We must remember that 

to ascribe the moral status of "subject" to a being is to 

ascribe complete moral value to it on the basis of certain 

facts which accord with the sort of thing we take a moral 

subject to be, grounding the entity-specific moral judgment 

that this being is a moral subject. I am suggesting that 

[1]-[5] above are good normative grounds to pronounce that 

any being with these features is properly designated a moral 

subject with a complete moral status and value. 

Nor do I deny that there can be much to contend with 

here: each feature could and in some cases does have an en

tire philosophical treatise devoted to its subject matter 

alone. It is certainly not obvious that the features are 

even cognitively distinct: for example, the exercise of ra-
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tionality without a command of language may strike some as 

unimaginable; perhaps the same goes for indexicality and 

temporality. Unfortunately, the host of interesting and 

perplexing philosophical questions and problems raised by a 

discussion of moral subjects cannot be addressed at this 

time, but fortunately they need not be. We are now only 

looking for a general conception of moral subject to stand 

as a model of comparison to the status and value of a moral 

object. 

4. Incomplete Moral status and Value 

Just as we noticed various features of beings in order to 

ascribe the complete status and value of moral subject, we 

can do the same thing to understand the incomplete status 

and value of a moral object. And just as we first needed to 

say something about what a moral subject does before we 

could settle on these features, we need to say something 

about what makes a moral object what it is. Also back in 

chapter one, I pointed out that a moral object is so called 

because it is the object of moral action and decision on the 

part of moral subjects. A moral object can thus be treated 

rightly or wrongly, that is, moral subjects can wrong them 

or do right by them; they are beings to whom agents owe ob

ligations and have responsibilities. Once more: all moral 
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subjects are also moral objects because clearly subjects owe 

obligations and have responsibilities toward each other, and 

treat each other rightly or wrongly: this is to have a com

plete moral status. 

So what does it mean to have an incomplete moral status 

and value, to be an object, but not a subject? To say that 

moral objects are the objects of moral actions and decisions 

is not terribly informative, in the same way that to say 

that moral subjects perform morally right and wrong actions 

and have obligations and responsibilities is not terribly 

informative. An incomplete status and value arises from 

various features of the being, making it what it is. There

fore, we want to know what capacities of a being warrant 

this sort of status and value such that it can be the object 

of moral deliberations on the part of subjects without it

self being a subject. This is to begin to get at the ques

tion of what it is about a being that makes it the object of 

morally right and wrong activity, and the discharge of obli

gations and responsibilities. To say something about these 

matters is also to say something very fundamental about what 

makes a particular issue a moral issue in the first place. 

Characterizing a complete status and value in terms of 

certain cognitive capacities, which are required for agency, 

suggests a natural contrast with an incomplete status and 
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value in terms of certain affective capacities. We are look

ing here for facts about beings which would give them a mor

al status, even though these beings are not agents because 

of their cognitive deficiencies: this is why their status 

and value is not complete. These affective capacities should 

tell us just what it is about an entity that is being con

sidered by moral subjects: what exactly are subjects taking 

into consideration when they regulate their conduct toward a 

being? What makes something, in our old parlance, "morally 

considerable"? These features seem particularly important 

for qualifying beings as moral objects: 

[1] Sentience: capacity for sensation and perception, 

to feel pleasure and pain and other physical impressions all 

along this spectrum, and apprehend external objects and 

events by means of the senses. 

[2] Desires: capacity to have preferences or wants that 

certain states of affairs obtain both externally in the 

world at large and internally for the being itself. 

[3] Emotions: capacity for attitudes or "sentiments," 

to feel a variety of psychological reactions and impressions 

such as fear, anger, frustration, happiness, affection, sa

tisfaction. 

As with the cognitive capacities of a moral subject, 

these attributes of a moral object should be taken as rea-



81 

sons for attributing a moral status and value of a certain 

sort to a particular being; for convenience, let us refer to 

them as "the affective criteria." Sentience, desires, and 

emotions are offered here as good normative grounds for say

ing that this being has an incomplete moral status and val

ue. We will see in more detail why these features are good 

normative grounds in a moment. 

Also as with our description of the relevant features 

of moral subjects, the features employed here to identify 

beings with an incomplete moral status and value are conten

tious. However, now we must be more careful and deliberate 

than before because, as will become more and more evident, 

the proper conception of a moral object is of paramount con

cern for choosing among our varieties of ethics. One worry 

now, as with the cognitive capacities of subjects, is the 

thought that these features of an incomplete status may be 

difficult to separate out phenomenologically; the actualiza

tion of one element or another in a being may not occur and 

perhaps cannot occur in isolation from or independently of 

all the others. The image of a creature with preferences 

which nonetheless has no sensations or perceptions, or one 

who feels fear but has no desire to avoid (or pursue) is not 

easy to conjure up. Because of this, I would like to speak 

of these affective criteria for an incomplete moral status 
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and value in terms of a concatenation of psychological 

states to be subsumed under the rubric of interests. To say 

that a being has interests is on this conception to say that 

it is a being which satisfies the affective criteria. 

The sense of this is found in the idea that to have an 

interest in something seems to be a matter of desiring some 

state of affairs in regard to that thing, with the desire 

itself being a function of various perceptions and (occur

rent and anticipated) sensations which is accompanied by a 

feeling of satisfaction when that state of affairs obtains 

and frustration when it does not. For example, my interest 

in good health seems to amount to my wanting that state of 

affairs to exist which consists in my being healthy, but my 

wanting that depends on perceptions of the condition of my 

body and circumstances in my life which verify whether or 

not that state of affairs obtains, as well as the pleasures 

I derive from being healthy along with the pains required 

(through exercise, say) to maintain good health. And natur

ally my success or failure in maintaining this state of af

fairs, given my desire, is attended by various reactions of 

contentment or distress. 

On the other hand, there is an alternative locution of 

interests which speaks of something being in one's inter

ests. Imagine that in fact I have no interest in being 
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healthy, however my doctor says that being healthy is in my 

interest. What does this mean? Well, we might say that 

although I have the proper affective equipment, in fact I 

have no desire for, nor do I take any pleasure or happiness 

in being healthy. Despite that, we might say that being 

healthy is to my advantage or benefit, that it is conducive 

to my good or good for me. If this makes sense, it suggests 

not only that what is in one's interest can be quite differ

ent from what one has an interest in, and thus can be inde

pendent of the mode, as it were, of the affective capaci

ties, but it may also suggest that something can be in one's 

interest independently of the possession of the affective 

capacities. This second aspect will be explored at the end 

of chapter five. 

In the meantime, we need to be more specific about po

tential troubles for these affective criteria for moral ob

jects. Objections to an incomplete moral status will gener

ally be directed at two related issues: [I] the criteria 

themselves and [2] the application of the criteria. Speci

fically, [I] having interests as the justification for an 

incomplete moral status will be seen as objectionable be

cause it is either [a] too broad or [b] too narrow, this 

leading to [2] quarrels over just what beings have inter

ests. In chapters five and six we will have occasion to 
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discuss objection [Ib] and look at how the list of features 

might be supplemented; in the next chapter, when we at last 

begin to deal with the specific identity of beings with an 

incomplete status, objection [2] will occupy some of our 

time. To close out the preliminary discussions of this 

chapter, and set us up for the next four, we will now exa

mine objection [la]. 

5. Moral status and Moral Subjects 

One might object to the affective criteria for an incomplete 

moral status on the grounds that they are too broad, that 

is, they let too many beings into the class of those with a 

moral status. The point is that having interests is a mis

taken qualification for moral consideration because moral 

regulations on conduct are not concerned with affective ca

pacities like sentience, desire, and emotion; they are 

rather a matter of cognitive capacities, with rationality 

leading or comprising the list. We have already seen this 

point of view exemplified by Immanuel Kant and John Passmore 

who restrict moral value, "an end in itself," solely within 

rational beings, seemingly equating the class of moral sub

jects with the class of those with a moral status, and ap

parently suggesting that a complete moral status is the only 

one there is. This is to locate the domain of ethics within 
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the personacentric. 

Let us concede the assumption, which will not be con-

tested at any point, that humans are the only sorts of be-

ings who have this cognitive capacity of rationality, and 

all of the other such capacities I listed in section 3 

above.? It is possible of course that there are nonhuman 

beings on another planet with the requisite cognitive capa-

cities and who would therefore, on this conception, qualify 

as moral subjects, so perhaps our conduct toward them would 

be morally regulated and they would command our respect. 8 

But obviously this conception does exclude nonrational non-

human beings, and indeed nonrational human beings seem to be 

left without a moral status. This last consequence is an 

unwelcome result which compels us to demand some justifica-

tion for restricting a moral status to subjects. Kant is 

quite clear that only a rational being could understand the 

meaning and import of the moral law (the categorical impera-

?Recalling that we are interested in rationality (and 
any other cognitive capacities) insofar as they are manifes
ted in a moral subject. 

8The moral status of nonhuman extraterrestrials, per
haps the "final frontier" of moral philosophy, is a fascin
ating topic I cannot here explore explicitly, though what I 
say will obviously have some implications in that area. For 
a collection of papers treating this and other topics in 
"space ethics" see Beyond Spaceship Earth: Environmental 
Ethics and the Solar System, Eugene C. Hargrove, ed., Sierra 
Club Books: San Francisco, 1986. 
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tive) which is to be a guide for and test of moral conduct,9 

but it is not at all clear why this particular talent should 

be the beginning and end of moral consideration. 

There is no disputing that nonrational human beings are 

in fact routinely treated as the objects of moral delibera-

tion and action on the part of moral subjects: the responsi-

bility a parent has for her child, the evil of child moles-

tation, the care and nuturing we accord to the mentally dys-

functional - the retarded, senile, and psychotic - as well 

as children generally, attest to this fact. And it is fairly 

clear that the explanation for this fact has to do with an-

other fact, namely, that these nonrational humans have in-

terests: they feel pain and pleasure (sentience), they want 

to have certain states of affairs obtain in their lives (de-

sires), and they derive satisfaction when those states of 

affairs do obtain and frustration when they do not (emo-

tions). As we noticed in chapter one, this is precisely the 

sort of "data" a moral subject takes into consideration when 

deciding how to regulate her conduct towards nonrational hu-

man beings: her freedom to do with them what she will, the 

"restriction on her arbitrary choice," in Kant's phrase, is 

thus a function of the fact that these humans satisfy the 

'3Fundamental Principles Qf the Metaphysics Qf Morals, 
1785, section one. 



87 

affective criteria. sa This more clearly answers the ques-

tion of why those criteria are good normative grounds to 

ascribe an incomplete moral status to children, the senile, 

the psychotic, and other mentally dysfunctional humans. 

Here we have the warrant for the entity-specific principle 

'All beings with interests have moral value.' 

The Kantian (as we may label him) who rejects this 

principle and centers moral status around certain cognitive 

capacities, favoring the personacentric principle 'All and 

only rational beings have moral value,' usually responds in 

the following way. He first claims that we behave morally 

toward these nonrational humans, not because of any affec-

tive capacities they presently possess - such as having in-

terests - but because of cognitive capacities they will 

possess at some time in the future, or used to possess at 

some time in the past. In other words, these nonrational 

humans have the potential to become rational beings, in the 

case of children, the retarded, and the psychotic, or they 

once were rational beings, in the case of the senile or 

adults who suffered other mental malfunctions later in life. 

One thing that is immediately striking about the gener-

a1 appeal to potential or past possession of rationality is 

~OAnd not, as we saw in chapter one, because they are 
members of the human species (homocentric ethics). 
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the rather strange (if not arbitrary) focus on the possibil-

ity of a certain sort of mental capacity, or the focus on it 

posthumously, over the actuality of another sort of mental 

capacity. This is strange because, on the one hana, what we 

have here and now is the fact that this being has certain 

sensations, perceptions, desires, and emotions, all of which 

can be negatively or positively affected by what we, as mor-

al subjects, do in the course of interacting with these be-

ings. On the other hand, what we have is the mere probabil-

ity that at some point in the future this being might be ra-

tional, or we have the assumption 11 that at some point in 

the past this being once was rational. Why should unreal-

ized or nonactualized cognitive capacities be so crucial 

while actualized and realized affective capacities are ir-

relevant? It is almost as though someone thought the credit 

limit on her Master Card - that potential or possible cash 

flow - was more important than the actual material goods she 

now has - the food she eats, the TV she watches, and the 

bed she sleeps in tonight. Isn't that ... irrational? 

Be that as it may, the Kantian can develop his appeal 

to potential or past possession of rationality in one of two 

ways: first, he might say that this appeal is not meant to 

11Though granted this could be confirmed with some de
gree of certainty. 
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establish a separate and distinct category of "incomplete 

moral status." It is instead intended to extend the boun

daries of a complete moral status, treating these beings as 

if they now are the moral subjects they will become or used 

to be. In so doing, we of course lock out nonrational beings 

who have no such potential or past possession of rational

ity. And since we have already admitted that most if not 

all nonhuman beings on this planet never were and never will 

be rational, this is to put them effectively out of bounds 

for a moral status. 

Expanding the category of complete moral status on this 

basis immediately leads into an incoherence. It is this: 

once we attempt to treat nonrational beings as if they were 

moral subjects, we realize that we cannot treat them as if 

they were moral subjects. The Kantian who claims that the 

potential or past possession of a certain set of mental ca

pacities justifies our having responsibilities to the nonra

tional being, or doing right and wrong by it, just as we re

late to any other moral subject, is saying that we interact 

with the nonrational being as if it were rational. After 

all, the Kantian model of the sort of being who is the ob

ject of moral regulations on our conduct is a rational be

ing. The problem is, this is only half of the story: we 

cannot interact with the nonrational being as if it were 
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rational because we cannot hold that being responsible for 

its actions, or attribute obligations to it, or charge it 

with right and wrong conduct. And of course we cannot do 

this precisely because it does not now have the cognitive 

capacities to be held responsible, or to be praised or 

blamed for its actions. To allow the potential or past 

possession of rationality to ground the moral status of a 

being within the category of moral subject is not only to 

ground our moral relations - as agents - to it, but it is 

also to ground its moral relations to us. But this is 

exactly what it cannot do. All this is just to say we can

not treat such a being as having a complete moral status, 

but only has having an incomplete status, which, as we have 

seen, is equivalent to treating it as a moral object. 

This problem compels the Kantian to choose the second 

employment of potential or past rationality. He will be 

pleased to acknowledge that the moral status of nonrational 

humans is not complete. The Kantian will simply point out 

that having past or potential rational capacities is exactly 

what he takes to qualify a being for an incomplete moral 

status, agreeing with our account of that status, so he can 

avoid the above described incoherence of treating these be

ings as if they were moral subjects. Therefore, the Kantian 

can make room for another type of moral status, but the re-
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qui red feature is not any set of affective capacities, it is 

instead this previous or potential cognitive capacity. 

This reply is philosophically attractive, but in prac

tical terms it is indefensible and has already been warded 

off anyway. The fact that a parent has profound responsi

bilities and duties toward her child, or that assaulting and 

abusing children is a heinous moral crime, or that the men

tally dysfunctional are to be treated with kindness and com

passion has nothing to do with whether or not these beings 

once were or will be rational. It has everything to do with 

the fact that these nonrational beings feel pleasure and de

light in experiencing care and concern, pain and fear in en

during assault and abuse, and they generally prefer and are 

satisfied by the discharge of parental obligations, and are 

frustrated and averse to parental neglect. In short, it has 

everything to do with the fact that they have interests. 

These are what we consider in regulating our conduct toward 

them; what is more, nothing but their interests could pro

vide us with the practical guidance that moral decision

making requires. How do I determine how I ought to act to

ward a being on the basis of its potential or previous pos

session of rationality? If the answer is that we act toward 

it as if it were rational, this just returns us to the pre

viously described incoherence. 
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And of course, there are still various classes of hu

mans who will never be rational beings or never have been: 

profoundly retarded humans of all ages and those who suf

fered the onset of severe mental dysfunctions at an early 

age. Yet We still believe we have obligations and responsi

bilities to these individuals and can do right or wrong by 

them. Indeed, some believe our strongest responsibilities 

are to such unfortunate and defenseless innocents, that to 

do wrong to them is a particularly egregious moral offense. 

As with the previously and potentially rational, the reason 

we believe this has quite a lot to do with the fact that 

these beings, though nonrational, do have sensations, desir

es, and a significant emotional life, which is precisely 

what we, as moral subjects, take into consideration when 

guiding our conduct toward them. 

All this provides a strong case against personacentric 

ethics: beings with the cognitive capacities (actual, past, 

or potential) of moral subjects do not exhaust the class of 

beings with a moral status, so an incomplete status founded 

on certain affective capacities remains a defensible and at

tractive option. Therefore, we can identify those beings 

with an incomplete moral status according to the affective 

criteria: moral objects are all beings who are sentient, and 

have desires and emotions, that is, moral objects are those 
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beings who have interests. 

In the next chapter, I consider the proposition that 

nonhuman beings - animals1~ - are among those beings with 

interests in the sense we have articulated. If this is so, 

we will have begun the movement from anthropocentric to 

nonanthropocentric ethics, and we will need to think about 

what their incomplete moral status, as grounded in their 

possession of the affective criteria, means in regard to our 

conduct toward them. What constraints does the incomplete 

moral status and value of nonhuman animals place on us, as 

moral subjects? We can then determine how conflicts between 

the interests of humans and nonhumans are to be treated. 

6. Interests and Nonhumans 

It is now clear why the view which equates moral status with 

all and only moral subjects, on the basis of certain cogni-

tive capacities, or one which identifies moral objects sole-

ly in terms of past or potential cognitive capacities, 

should be rejected. This opens the way for an incomplete 

moral status founded upon certain affective criteria, and 

more adequately accounts for the moral status we ordinarily 

attribute to nonrational human beings. As moral subjects, 

13In what follows, I will be using the terms "nonhu
man," "nonhuman being," "nonhuman animal," and "animal" 
interchangeably. 
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we see our obligations and responsibilities to them, and we 

say that our conduct wrongs these beings or does right by 

them, as mainly (though perhaps not exclusively) a function 

of their sentience, desires, and emotions - capacities which 

I have summed as having interests. This takes us to the next 

order of business, to discuss the possibility that nonhuman 

beings also possess the affective criteria which would en

title them to an incomplete moral status and to considera

tion on the part of moral subjects. 

There is certainly some initial plausibility in sup

posing that there are many species of nonhuman animals who 

satisfy the affective criteria which qualifies them for an 

incomplete moral status. Common-sense reflection and exper

ience suggests that many if not all mammals have interests: 

my impression is that most people agree that pongids (gor

illas, chimps), cetaceans (whales, dolphins), canids (dogs, 

coyotes), felids (cats, lions), cervids (deer, elk), bovids 

(cows, sheep), suids and equids (pigs and horses), and other 

mammalian families all have sensations, perceptions, emo

tions, and desires. This consensus, I think, wavers as we 

move on to consider smaller mammals such as rats, mice, 

bats, and shrews. Though many would say that these feel 

sensations and have perceptions, many would, perhaps, be 

hestitant or uncertain about attributing desires and emo-
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tions to them. As we consider non-mammalian animal life -

birds, fishes, insects and invertebrates generally - there 

seems to be a greater and greater reluctance to attribute 

any psychological states to these nonhuman beings. Thus most 

people seem to believe that a moral status ends (on the con

ception so far employed here anyway) somewhere between, say, 

a rat and a robin, or perhaps between a bass and a beetle. 

Why would anyone suppose that animals, especially these 

mammalian families, do not have interests? On a scholarly 

level, physiology informs us of the clear similarities in 

the nervous systems of most all vertebrates. If, as seems 

plausible, interests are closely related to these physical 

mechanisms and their manifestations, the resemblances may 

provide strong confirmatory evidence. On a more mundane 

level, we ordinarily speak of our pets and the animals we 

see in zoos, circuses, rodeos, and on the farm as taking an 

interest in a wide variety of things, from a bird in the 

bush to a walk around the block, from a spot out of the rain 

to a spot out of the cage. Nor do we have any difficulty 

attributing interests to the wild animals we see on TV or in 

films, or are lucky enough to encounter in the wilderness, 

including interests in prey, their young, sex, safety. 

Of course the fact that "most people agree" on these 

matters, or what "common-sense" tells us, or what we "ordin-
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arily say" is generally not very compelling to a philoso

pher. What he wants are some hard arguments for the con

clusion that most if not all mammals satisfy the affective 

criteria which justify their standing as moral objects, or 

at least some good responses to arguments which conclude 

that they do not. This brings us to objection [2], mention

ed above in section 3. This objection, unlike objection 

[Ia], does not deny that the affective criteria warrant an 

incomplete moral status; what is denied is that certain be

ings satisfy these criteria, which is of course to deny them 

this status. And, as one might have already guessed, those 

certain beings thus denied happen to be all (or most) of the 

mammalian families I listed above. 

We have already seen the failure of objection [Ia]; ob

jection [2] is the next step in the attempt to limit the 

class of those with a moral status to a particular member of 

the pongid family, namely Homo sapiens. The strategy is to 

dissect the affective criteria and determine just what is 

required in order to really possess one criterion or an

other; it then turns out that the crucial requirement(s) 

just happens to be a unique feature of humans, not plausibly 

attributed to any (other) mammal, and since mammalian life 

is the most "advanced" or "highest" life form we know, it 

follows that all nonhuman beings (and of course all noncon-
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scious beings) do not have this all-important feature. 

I pointed out in section 4 above that to have interests 

- as distinct from things being in one's interests - seems 

to be a concatenation of the affective capacities of senti

ence, desires, and emotions so that to remove one link in 

this chain is to destroy the chain itself. If this is true, 

then to show that any nonhuman, or nonhuman beings gener

ally, do not have one link or another is to show that that 

being does not have interests and so does not qualify as a 

moral object, at least not on those grounds. This chain, 

like others, is only as strong as that weakest link. The 

strategy then, to be more specific, is to show that animals 

do not, and indeed cannot have desires and emotions, and 

thus do not have the interests which identify their incom

plete moral status. If successful, this strategy in effect 

accomplishes the rejection of all nonanthropocentric ethics 

and affirms that ethics is indeed anthropocentric. 

What then is required in order to have desires and 

emotions, to be a sentient creature? How do we tell that a 

being has interests and how to we know just what those in

terests are? And what implications do the answers to these 

questions have for moral subjects and their relations with 

moral objects? It is to these principle questions and others 

of equal importance that we turn in the next chapter. 
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chapter three: NONHUMAN BEINGS I 

R.G. Frey's Interests and Rights: The Case Against Animals 

still stands, ten years later, as the most thorough and con-

certed effort to deny the moral status of nonhuman beings. 1 

As the title suggests, Frey's specific target is the moral 

status of animals as rightsholders: through a series of ar-

guments, some of which we will examine, he tries to show 

that animals do not have interests, these being necessary to 

qualify as a rightsholder. Since we have already character-

ized an incomplete moral status in terms of having interests 

- the sum of certain affective capacities - the success of 

Frey's case would spell the end of this status for animals. 

And since we have already conceded that no nonhuman being 

has the cognitive capacities of a complete moral status, 

this would either leave animals without a moral status al-

together and affirm anthropocentric ethics, or we would need 

to argue for a status distinct from rightsholding. 2 

1Clarendon Press: Oxford, 1980. 

~It is unclear what Frey himself takes the moral status 
of animals to be, given his conclusion that they have no 
rights, since he makes no explicit distinction between being 
a rightsholder and being a moral object. He seems to allow 
room for a moral status without rights, at least for "high
er" animals, because of their sentiency (p. 170). However, 
he also devotes all of chapter IV to a scathing critique of 
sentiency as necessary for moral standing. 
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In this chapter, I demonstrate that Frey's arguments 

fail, and I show when and how we may attribute interests to 

animals, clearing the way for their incomplete moral status. 

In chapter five, the topic of moral rights will be treated 

at some length, but to anticipate matters, I can make these 

remarks now: I accept the "interest requirement" for rights

holding; it will turn out then that to have rights is to 

have a complete or incomplete moral status, but being a 

rightsholder does not exhaust the class of those with a mor

al status. As we will see in chapter five, there are those 

who do not accept the interest requirement and would deny 

animals rights on other grounds. These criticisms will have 

to be met in due time. 

1. The Desire Argument 

For now, we must get on with defending the incomplete status 

of animals on the basis of their interest possession. Recall 

that at the end of the last chapter I said that to have in

terests seems to be a concatenation of the affective capaci

ties of sentience, desires, and emotions, so that to remove 

one link in this chain is to destroy the chain itself. The 

first assault on this chain we should discuss comes at the 

link of desire. Frey's argument for the conclusion that an

imals do not have desires goes like this: 
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[1] Desiring x requires that "I believe that I am defi-

cient in respect of" x. 3 

[2] "In expressions of the form "I believe that ... " 

what follows the 'that' is a sentence, dnd what I believe is 

that the sentence is true."4 

[3] "I can see no reason whatever for crediting ... any 

... creature which lacks language, including human infants, 

with regarding [any] sentence ... as true."3 

[4] Therefore, by [2] and [3], animals do not have 

beliefs. S 

[5] Therefore, by [4] and [1], animals do not have 

desires. 

The Desire Argument is certainly valid, but it is not 

sound. We can begin to see this by considering [1], that I 

can only desire something if I believe I don't have it. 

This is simply false. Consider again my interest in good 

health; that interest consists in, mainly but not entirely, 

my desire for good health. Now according to Frey, I can't 

3Frey, p. 72. See also p. 86-87. 

4Frey, p. 87. 

"'lFrey, p. 87. 

GThis premise is actually enthymematic because it as
sumes that animals do not have a language. Frey considers 
and rejects the notion that primates can possess a genuine 
language (p. 93-99); I do not contest the point because, as 
I argue below, it doesn't matter. 
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desire this unless I believe I am "deficient in respect of" 

good health. But the fact is I do not believe this; in fact 

what I believe is precisely the opposite: I believe that I 

have good health, I am not "deficient" in good health. 

Frey might counter this with the claim that I am not 

accurately stating what my desire is here; what I really 

desire is that I maintain my good health, not good health 

simpliciter. But again, according to Frey, this requires my 

belief that I am "deficient in respect of" this maintenance. 

However, I do not in fact believe this either; I have a 

strict regimen of exercise and believe this maintains my 

good health very well. This sort of counter-example will 

work for any number of states (love, intellectual acuity) or 

objects that one currently has or possesses, and desires to 

retain. Frey's analysis claims we only desire what we don't 

already have, which is of course true in many cases, but not 

universally so. 

As it stands, [1] above is false, but we could amend 

Frey's argument to get around this problem and still validly 

generate the conclusion with 

[1*] Desiring x requires that I believe something in 

regard to x. 
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This accomplishes the purely formal connection between de-

sire and belief that Frey really wants 7 and allows the ar-

gument to proceed. Frey himself does not argue for [1*], 

and it is certainly not obvious that all desires must be 

accompanied by some belief. What we might call "primitive" 

desires are not clearly attended by any particular beliefs: 

if I desire food or drink or sex, just what is it that I be-

lieve? That I am hungry, thirsty, or aroused? But these 

seem indistinguishable from the desires themselves. Do I 

believe that satisfying the desire will bring pleasure or 

satiation? Perhaps. But perhaps not. It is by no means 

indisputable that there must be some belief lurking about in 

order to genuinely have a desire. 

In any case, we can go ahead and concede that [1*] is 

true; affectation seems to overlap or make contact with cog-

nition somewhere around the domain of beliefs, suggesting 

that a being should have some minimally rudimentary cogni-

tive component in order to have interests. But we can allow 

that and still reject the Desire Argument because [2] is de-

7This view is taken over with approval (p. 55, 73) from 
Joel Feinberg, "The Rights of Animals and Unborn Genera
tions" Philosophy ~ Environmental Crisis, W.T. Blackstone, 
ed., University of Georgia: Athens, 1974, p. 52, where Fein
berg actually only asserts that desires "presuppose some
thing like belief, or cognitive awareness." (emphasis alter
ed) Frey, without argument, is obviously taking desires to 
presuppose something which exactly is belief. 
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monstrablyand irretrievably false. 

[2] claims that when I believe something, what I beli

eve is that a certain sentence is true. So, for example, my 

belief that the Cubs will win the pennant amounts to my be

lieving the sentence 'The Cubs will win the pennant' is 

true. But this most assuredly is not what I believe; what I 

believe is that the Cubs will win the pennant, that is, I 

believe that a group of men playing baseball will win more 

games than any team in their division over the course of the 

entire season, and then beat the winner of the other divi

sion four times in a playoff series. My belief is about 

certain states of affairs in the world involving complex 

sets of persons, objects, and events, extended over a signi

ficant amount of time. My belief is clearly not about the 

truth value of a sentence, even assuming I have the slight

est notion of the abstract grammatical concept of 'a sen

tence' in the first place. 

And even if it were the case that what I believe is 

that the sentence 'The Cubs will win the pennant' is true, 

my belief that this sentence is true must itself be the be

lief that some other sentence is true, namely, the sentence 

"The sentence 'The Cubs will win the pennant' is true" is 

true. But then if I believe that sentence is true, I have 

to believe another sentence about this sentence about a sen-
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tence is true, and so on. Without some way to stop this re

gress, premise [2] is vacuous. This means that [3] - beings 

without language cannot believe any sentence is true - be

comes irrelevant for the purposes of the Desire Argument; 

and that means [4] - animals do not have beliefs - and [5] -

animals do not have desires - do not follow from this argu

ment. 

2. The Emotion Argument 

Frey does not succeed in undermining the claim that animals 

have desires, but denying emotions to them could be just as 

damaging as the Desire Argument tried to be. If emotions are 

an essential ingredient for the possession of interests, 

breaking this link would also amount to severing nonhumans 

from an incomplete moral status that would entail the regu

lation of our conduct toward them. 

This new argument is essentially the same as the Desire 

Argument, simply replacing the term 'desire' with 'emotion;' 

in brief, it is this: 

[1] Having emotion x requires having some belief(s) y 

relevant to emotion x. 

[2] Having beliefs y relevant to some emotion x re

quires believing the sentence 'y is true.' 
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[3] Animals do not believe any sentences are true 

because they do not have language. 

[4] Therefore, animals do not have emotions. B 

Once more, the argument is undeniably valid, but it is 

not sound. Is premise [1] true? To illustrate that it is, 

Frey first mentions the connection between pity and the be-

lief that someone is unjustifiably suffering, hatred and the 

belief that someone is a "liar or thief," and anger as "in-

volv[ing) a belief of outrage because of some slight."9 He 

goes into considerably more detail to support (1) with his 

discussion of shame, pointing out, quite rightly, that in 

order to feel ashamed I need to have a set of specific be-

liefs about some actions or appearances on my part, or on 

the part of others, and how these are perceived by certain 

appraisers, especially in regards to some standard.~o Unfor-

tunately, this is the only emotion Frey considers in any de-

tail, a one-sided treatment which clearly backs his view.~~ 

BFrey, p. 122-126. 

~Frey, p. 123. More accurately for his purposes, Frey 
should have said that anger involves the belief (in this 
case) that one has been slighted; people do not feel anger 
because they believe they are outraged. 

~OFrey, p. 122-124. 

~1And surely a stacking of the philosophical deck 
against nonhumans. Frey forgets Mark Twain's famous obser
vation that humans are the only creatures that blush ... or 
need to. 
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The fact is, emotions are extremely complex and multi

farious mental states; some appear to be virtually construc

ted out of very pertinent beliefs - shame, for example, or 

jealousy - while others seem to not only be allied with what 

would normally be regarded as totally irrelevant or incom

patible beliefs, but some seem to have nothing to do with 

beliefs at all. To see this, imagine first the stereotypi

cal "hen-pecked" husband, Casper Milquetoast, a hapless vic

tim of cuckoldry, avarice, mendacity, and desultory abuse, 

endlessly brow-beaten and emasculated. Despite his wife's 

vicious character, which he does not in the least dispute, 

Casper regards her with nothing but love and devotion. And 

if we ask why he feels this way about her, he replies that 

its source lies ultimately in his steadfast belief in a de

terministic world. Now we may well accuse Casper of being, 

stupid, eccentric, or even crazy, but I don't think we are 

going to say that he doesn't really love her because his be

liefs about determinism are irrelevant or his beliefs about 

his wife are incompatible with that emotion. 

Frey might concede this point and deny that it does the 

argument any harm; he could simply amend [11 to read 

[1*] Having emotion x requires having some belief y, 

which mayor may not be relevant to emotion x. 

Then, mutatis mutandis, the argument proceeds as before. 
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However, [1*] is not going to help because we can think 

of cases where emotions seem to have no beliefs whatsoever 

connected with them. Imagine that I am terrified by the 

dark; now if this fear really did require some set of rele-

vant beliefs, or any beliefs at all, we would expect that if 

I became convinced these beliefs were unfounded, my fear 

should extinguish, or at least be severely mitigated. Say 

as a child I believed that demons lurk in the darkness, 

ready to do me harm if I should be caught in the dark, so I 

always slept with the lights on and carried a flashlight 

everywhere. Later, as I matured, I realized how silly this 

belief was, and I now acknowledge that it is in fact false: 

I do not believe this anymore. Yet my fear persists unaba-

ted well into adulthood and after extensive psychotherapy; 

though I no longer have any beliefs about darkness I still 

fear it. And certainly this sort of case is not peculiar to 

the emotion of fear. Notoriously, people may feel angry or 

sad or depressed or anxious without knowing why and without 

directing the emotion to any particular object or seeing it 

as arising out of any particular experiences or thoughts. 

Interestingly, Frey acknowledges (parenthetically) that 

emotions may exist where no beliefs are present,12 but does 

1:2Frey , p. 124. Frey calls these emotions "irratio
nal"; I suppose he would label Casper's love for his wife 
similarly, but he does not consider cases of emotions allied 
with irrelevant or incompatible beliefs, which also damages 



108 

not seem to realize the damage this does to his argument. 

What he would have to say at this point is that animals do 

not have these sorts of belief-less emotions, but that would 

require a whole new argument. Frey does not even hint at 

such an argument and I have no idea what it would be. 

Both [1] and [1*] are false which is alone enough to 

deny that Frey has shown that animals do not have emotions. 

We have already seen, in the context of the Desire Argument, 

why [2] is false: believing something does not amount to be

lieving any sentence is true; this carries the hint that be

liefs may well be independent of any language. And, again 

as in the Desire Argument, [3] is true but that animals do 

not have language is irrelevant. Frey has failed to provide 

a convincing argument for the conclusion that animals do not 

have either desires or emotions, so he has not given us a 

case against animals having 'interests. We are still entitled 

to include nonhumans who satisfy the affective criteria 

within the class of those with an incomplete moral status. 

3. The Belief Argument 

Frey's denial of desires and emotions to animals ultimately 

on the basis of their lacking language represents a standard 

approach to divesting nonhumans of a moral status. Language 

his position as he states it. 
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is supposed to be the key to establishing the hidden psych

ology of individuals on which that status turns. At least 

at first glance, this tactic appears unprofitable since 

nearly all of us, I suppose, have had experience with hum

ans, typically infants, who do not have a language and yet 

nobody wants to deny that they have desires and emotions, 

such as a desire for food or comfort and feelings of fear or 

delight. But it has been valuable to see exactly why fail

ing to have a language does not prevent one from having 

these particular affective states, and so does not present 

any obstacle to having interests: though desires likely re

quire beliefs, while emotions likely do not, we have not 

been given a cogent argument for the view that having be

liefs requires language. 

A final attempt to exclude animals from the class of 

those with a moral status would take a different, epistemo

logical tack and argue in this way: Granted that language is 

not needed to have desires and emotions - so that is not a 

moral impediment for nonhumans - still, language is required 

in order for us to have access to those affective states: 

animals' lack of language makes their interests inaccessible 

to us. The problem is that we are not able to genuinely know 

if they really do have interests because they cannot tell us 

so, and this means of course that we cannot determine exact-
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ly what their interests are. 

stephen stich has presented a case which, if it works, 

can accomplish the denial of a moral status to animals as 

effectively as Frey's would have. i8 It is not stich's point 

to deny that animals have beliefs, rather, he contends that 

we cannot determine what exactly it is that animals believe. 

Now we have already conceded that desires presuppose or re-

quire beliefs; but in that case how can we know what they 

desire if we can't know what they believe, and if we can't 

know what they desire, we can't regulate our conduct toward 

them by reference to what they desire. As we saw in the last 

chapter, this is just the sort of "data" we - as moral sub-

jects - take into account in guiding our actions toward non-

rational beings, this is what we are considering. 14 From a 

moral perspective, this is as good as having no beliefs or 

desires at all.l~ 

13"Do Animals Have Beliefs?" Australasian Journal of 
Philosophy 57 [1979J, p. 15-28. 

:IAstich's own "belief-desire psychological theory" is 
sketched on p. 15-17, which says surprising little of sub
stance, here or elsewhere in the paper, about the relation
ship between the two; some remarks do however suggest a 
close connection (p. 16). stich himself does not draw any 
moral consequences in this article. 

l~stich considers the view that our inability to say 
what animals believe is as good as saying they have no be
liefs but rejects the assumption that there is some neces
sary connection between knowing the content and knowing that 
a state of belief obtains (p. 24-25). 
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Once more, from the standpoint of ordinary experience, 

it is strange to think that we can't know what animals be

lieve or desire. Don't we know that the cat hovering around 

his bowl at about the same time every day believes he will 

be fed shortly? Or when he cries out in a particular tone 

and swishes his tail back and forth across the refrigerator 

door, don't we realize he desires the saucer of milk being 

poured? Or when the dog returns to a particular location 

she visited yesterday and begins to dig, can we really not 

say that she believes there is a bone buried there? Or that 

she desires it? What is the problem with this? 

The problem, according to stich, is that "beliefs are 

states with content; they are propositional attitudes. If a 

state is a belief we expect it to be a belief that something 

or other; we expect there to be some way of expressing its 

content"i6 and we are unable to specify the content of ani

mal beliefs. The reason being, of course, that they do not 

have a language with which to express the content of their 

beliefs. Specifically, they do not have the concepts to ap

ply to their beliefs about being fed or buried bones; their 

"conceptual and cognitive poverty" prevents us from attain

ing access to that content. i7 

i6Stich, p. 25. 

i7Stich, p. 18, emphasis deleted. 
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This is indisputably true, as we have already acknow

ledged: animals do not have concepts or language generally. 

But we need to question why this is required to determine 

any of their affective states. Why should the impoverished 

nature of their mental lives - manifested in their inability 

to employ language - be any obstacle to understanding what 

they believe, want, and feel? Think of the attributions of 

psychological states we make in considering humans without 

benefit of reports on their part. I notice a woman sitting 

alone in a restaurant, continuously glancing at her watch 

and looking toward the entrance; do I have any difficulty in 

saying that this woman believes someone is coming to meet 

her? Or a man at another table, gazing about the room at the 

waiters, trying to catch an eye, occasionally waving his arm 

a bit, but remaining silent; can I not determine that he de

sires the waiter's attention but also desires not to call 

attention to himself, and believes his actions will accom

plish this? Or a third patron, stifling yawns and slouched 

in his chair, his eyes wandering often from his effusive 

dinner partner; do I really not know that this person is 

quite bored? Beliefs, desires, emotions can ~ll be readily 

manifested in what people do, how they behave, and we can 

see those affective states, or "propositional attitudes" if 

that is preferred, registered therein. We infer or identify 
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the presence of those states according to how they are de

monstrated in the activities the subject engages in. They 

do not need to be conversant in any particular concept, or 

any particular language as a whole in o~der for us to under

stand, in many cases, what they believe or desire or feel. 

The content here is supplied not by language, but by how 

they act. 

So why should this be any different or any more diffi

cult when it comes to nonhumans? Indeed, couldn't it in many 

cases actually be easier to say what the content of animal 

beliefs and hence desires, and emotions are? If we suppose 

that the mental life of mammals generally, say, was devoid 

of most all of the cognitive capacities characteristic of 

typical adult humans, it seems plausible to say that their 

affective mental life will be similarly less developed. This 

suggests that their beliefs, desires, and emotions will be 

less sophisticated and not so various, and therefore not as 

difficult to apprehend. One needs only to compare the enor

mous complexity of human love or the desire for a Ph.D. in 

philosophy, with a dog's devotion or his desire for a romp 

in the park to get a sense of this. 

The lesson to be learned from this is that we determine 

that an animal has desires and emotions, and what the con

tent of those affective states are according to what the an-
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imal does. There are obvious and clear-cut cases where we 

have no doubt that an animal has interests and we are fairly 

certain what those interests are - the larger mammals men

tioned in the last chapter probably fall within this cate

gory. There are also not so obvious, borderline cases where 

it is unclear whether or not a certain nonhuman has inter

ests or what they are - perhaps birds and fish fall within 

this category. And there will be obvious and clear-cut 

cases where we have very little doubt that a nonhuman does 

not have any emotions or desires at all - I would register 

shellfish and insects within this region. 

There is unfortunately no convenient formula to apply 

to animal behavior in order to read off their interests; as 

we have seen, there is as well no one particular necessary 

condition - language for instance - which we can easily ap

peal to so we can make that determination. Would that there 

were so! What we do have is an understanding of what to look 

for in the attributions of affective states to nonhumans 

that we make: we can view this as a fairly typical justifi

catory or reason-giving procedure on the model characteris

tic of moral judgments themselves. That is, we can take the 

facts of what we observe in animal behavior and add them up 

as a warrant for the appropriate attributions. The fact that 

an animal returns to a spot and digs, or cries out in a par-
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ticular tone, or abandons its daily routine and stays in 

bed, are the actions we take to justify the beliefs, de

sires, and emotions we say they have. This is done with 

great regularity at a fairly sophisticated level by animal 

behaviorists, veterinarians, and people who handle animals 

for a living; and it is done just as frequently at a more 

common-sensical level by most of the rest of us. 

4. Sentience 

This is even clearer when we think about sensation and per

ception. We attribute sensations to animals - the pain of 

an open wound or the pleasure of a gentle grooming - because 

they act in ways which manifest those sensations to us; we 

attribute powers of perception to them - the sight of a 

bone, the scent of decaying flesh, the sound of young in 

distress - because their activities signal vision, smell, 

and hearing. This behavior is what we call having sensa

tions and perceptions; the fact that nonhumans do not have 

language does not seem to be regarded as relevant to either 

philosophers (for the most part) or laypersons when it comes 

to the question of their sentience. So why is this fact so 

important when it comes to the question of whether or not 

they have desires and emotions? What does language have to 

do with any of this? 
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Rene Descartes did see language as especially relevant 

to having sensations. Infamously, he regarded animals as 

very much like machines, being particularly analogous to 

clocks. 1
'3 He was led to this view basically because the fact 

that animals lack language demonstrated, to him, that they 

are not conscious. 19 No one today seriously entertains the 

thought that animals are not conscious and, after all, what 

could consciousness be other than, at minimum, a set of sen-

sations and perceptions which manifest themselves to us in 

the behavior of the animal.~o Nobody thinks that lacking 

language presents any obstacle to this particular affective 

state. The question is, why are these other affective states 

so different that not having language is supposed to cast 

doubt on their possession by animals? 

Apparently, these other states are supposed to be more 

complex, being mediated by some other affective state which 

does require language. We have seen this move twice already 

when R.G. Frey tries to ally both desire and emotion to be-

lief, which, according to him, requires language. Frey tries 

18Discourse on Method, 1637, Part v. 

1~See Descartes' letter to the Marquess of Newcastle 
dated Nov. 23, 1646 in Descartes: Philosophical Letters, 
Anthony Kenny, ed. and trans., Oxford University Press: 
Oxford, 1970. 

2°Even Frey concedes this much (p. 103-109), but only 
this much. See below for details. 
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this tactic yet a third time in his discussion of percep-

tion. Once more, he employs the same fallacious argument 

that was supposed to show that animals have neither desires 

nor emotions: in this instance, perception requires the elu-

sive language-dependent beliefs that animals undoubtedly 

lack.~~ I have already shown in section 3 that beliefs are 

not in fact language-dependent, so Frey's argument here is 

just as unsound as the others. We need not then pursue the 

dubious proposition that perception really does require be-

liefs. 

To my contention that perception - like sensation, de-

sire, and emotion - is shown in the behavior of the animal, 

and does not need to be said through language, Frey asserts 

this is not so because what an animal perceives are "the 

categorical terms in which its experience is presented to 

it."22 This is as certainly false as the notion that my be-

liefs consist in beliefs about the truth value of sentences. 

The perception of a bone, or the odor of carrion, or the 

squeal of a cub is definitely not the perception of the 

21Frey, p. 118-120. The philosophical mileage Frey 
wrings out of the possession of language is truly astound
ing: the fact that animals lack language ultimately, in 
Frey's hands, serves to deny them reasons, self-conscious
ness, beliefs, perceptions, emotions, desires, interests, 
and finally of course, moral rights. 

~2FreYI p. 118. 
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"categories" of 'bone,' 'rank,' or 'distress signal.' What 

is perceived is a bone, the odor of carrion, or the squeal 

of young. Objects are perceived, not terms. 

The surest sign that this preoccupation with language 

is more representative of a theoretical bias than a fair and 

evenhanded approach to a legitimate philosophical problem is 

Frey's discussion of pain. He does not, as Descartes did, 

flat out deny that animals feel pain: the evidence, the be

havior, is just too overwhelming for that. Perhaps the real 

point is that only idiots or the blind can fail to see pain, 

but perceptions, desires, and emotions are too fuzzy to be 

descried, hence the need to employ language (which can also 

be fuzzy but at least it's plainly audible) to tell us about 

these affective states. In any case, Frey does not seem to 

feel the need here to tie sensations into language (by what

ever vehicle), but we might wonder why not. Our wonder be

comes all the more pronounced when Frey writes that, unlike 

"rabid Cartesians," he is willing to boldy maintain that 

" ... animals feel pain, or, as I would prefer to say, since I 

think they lack this concept, [animals] have unpleasant sen

sations. ,,::;::3 

Now it is not entirely clear which concept it is that 

Frey thinks animals lack, 'feel' or 'pain.' But since he 

:::~:aFrey, p. 163. 
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has frequently registered his denial that animals have any 

concepts, he must mean both, hence he replaces "feel pain" 

with "unpleasant sensations." However, if the fact that 

animals lack the concept(s) of "feel pain" means that they 

do not feel pain, but instead have "unpleasant sensations," 

then is he saying that animals do have the concept(s) of 

"unpleasant sensations"? He cannot of course say that be

cause the cumulative argument of his entire book is built on 

the proposition that animals do not have language. So if 

lacking the concept(s) "feel pain" prevents animals from 

feeling pain in favor of having unpleasant sensations, would 

not lacking the concept(s) "unpleasant sensations" likewise 

prevent animals from having unpleasant sensations in favor 

of having ... what? And what about this concept of "having"? 

Surely animals do not have the concept of "having" any more 

than they have any other concept so how could they have a 

mental state at all, including one of consciousness? Cer

tainly they do not have the concept of 'consciousness' any

way. It is difficult to see how Frey does not infect him

self with Descartes' rabies. 

In summary, animals are not prevented from having sen

sations, perceptions, desires, and emotions by the fact that 

they do not have language. The existence and content of 

these affective states are demonstrated by the manner in 
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which animals behave: the nature of their actions prompts us 

to attribute interests to them in the first place and to say 

what those interests consist in, to say that a particular 

animal feels this way or that, wants this thing or the 

other, and senses what it does. This is not different from 

the ways in which we attribute interests to humans on the 

basis of what they do and, as with humans, the lack of lan-

guage may sometimes occasion ambiguities, but not the in-

determinacy or elimination of those states. " ... only of a 

living human being and what resembles (behaves like) a liv-

ing human being can one say: it has sensations, it sees, is 

blind; hears; is deaf; is conscious or unconscious.,,2~ 

The manifestation of sentience, desires, and emotions, 

in an animal allows us to meaningfully attribute the posses-

sion of interests to it, and thus warrants its incomplete 

moral status. The animal then becomes a moral object: the 

object of moral constraints and permissions which those with 

a complete moral status are subject to. This status means 

that moral subjects have responsibilities and obligations to 

animals, and can do right and wrong by them, that the con-

duct of moral subjects is specifically regulated according-

ly. 

24Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 
G.E.M. Anscombe, trans., Macmillan: New York, 1953, #281. 
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So what are the responsibilities and obligations we 

owe, as moral subjects, to animals? What is right and wrong 

action in regard to animals? How is our conduct toward them 

to be constrained and regulated? In the next chapter, we 

turn to the consequences for moral subjects of ascribing an 

incomplete moral status to nonhumans. 
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chapter four: NONHUMAN BEINGS II 

We have justified the incomplete moral status of nonhuman 

beings on the grounds of certain affective capacities which 

animals possess, abbreviated as "having interests." We have 

defended the claim that animals have interests by detailing 

the failures of arguments which purport to show that they do 

not have interests, and by explaining how it may be deter

mined both that an animal has interests and what those in

terests might be. This confirms the status of nonhuman ani

mals as moral objects. Now we must ask: Just what are the 

moral constraints and requirements that animals are the ob

jects of? What action-specific moral principles apply to 

moral subjects regarding their conduct toward these beings 

with an incomplete moral status? 

1. The Moral status of Nonhuman Beings 

Of particular relevance here are these principles (though 

they are by no means the only ones): 'Harming and exploita

tion are morally wrong' and 'Consideration and kindness are 

morally right.' If an animal does indeed have an incomplete 

moral status, then (at least) these two principles apply to 

moral subjects in their relations with the animal. This 

means that to cause harm to an animal or to take unfair ad-
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vantage of it for one's own benefit is morally wrong, just 

as harming or exploiting any other (typically human) moral 

object are morally wrong. In the same way, to demonstrate 

consideration for and kindness to an animal is morally 

right, just as similar actions regarding any other moral 

object are morally right. As formed from the appropriate 

action-specific moral principles, this is no more than a 

consistent application by moral subjects of the concepts of 

harm, exploitation, wrong, consideration, kindness, and 

We should be quite clear then that it does not follow 

from the fact that animals have an incomplete moral status 

that these same moral principles apply to them, that the 

harm they cause to others or the use they make of other be-

ings is morally wrong, or that they should demonstrate con-

sideration and kindness. To think otherwise is to confuse 

the quite different roles, which I took pains to distinguish 

in chapter two, between an incomplete and a complete moral 

status. The moral status of an animal is incomplete pre-

cisely because it lacks the cognitive capacities needed to 

recognize and reason toward substantive moral regulations on 

conduct: an animal cannot act rightly or wrongly, an animal 

1We will deal shortly with the objection that the con
sistency of this application only goes so far as to cover 
humans. 
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has no responsibilities or obligations. Only those with 

certain cognitive capacities qualify as beings with a com

plete moral status and are therefore subject to moral de

mands: moral interaction between those with a complete moral 

status and those with an incomplete status is a one-way 

street. Moral reciprocation is strictly ~ relation between 

subjects, something every parent of young children knows all 

too well. 

If all this is accepted, then actions which exploit and 

cause harm to nonhumans with an incomplete moral status are 

morally wrong, and those which evidence kindness and consid

eration of them are morally right. To clarify the conse

quences of attributing an incomplete moral status to animals 

- just what this means in practical terms - let's focus in 

on one deceptively simple action-specific moral judgment: 

'Harming animals is wrong.' As we know, this sort of judg

ment has a prima facie character; this means that it can be 

overridden, depending on the circumstances, so that harming 

animals is not wrong. But to do that, there must be some 

reason of sufficient weight to show that the harm caused is 

on balance justified in some particular situation or some 

set of situation types. This would be an instance of nega

tion defeasibility at work. So what are the practices which 

cause harm to animals? Can the wrongness of the harm be 
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overridden? 

The uses of animals in contemporary American society, 

and throughout the world, are ubiquitous and many faceted. 

To canvas these practices and evaluate them morally with any 

degree of thoroughness according to the harm they cause to 

the animals utilized would take at least a volume in itself. 

In the remainder of this chapter, I would like then to treat 

just one such practice in some detail and then draw out a 

few implications particularly relevant to our second problem 

of adjudication. This is not to suggest that the others are 

necessarily any less important, but it is to acknowledge the 

limitations required by the immensity of the issue. At the 

same time I do think the problem discussed below is of a 

special priority and urgency, not only because it is perva-

sive, but also because it represents the central issues with 

particular clarity and force. I refer here to killing and 

eating animals for food. 2 

Consider then the following Moral Argument for Vegetar-

ian ism (MAV): 

21 do not address the practices of raising animals for 
this end and the amount of suffering involved. For (the of
ten gruesome) details see Jim Mason & Peter Singer, Animal 
Factories, Revised Edition, Crown Publishers: New York, 
1990. If my argument for vegetarianism (below), focusing on 
the killing itself, is successful, the suffering caused be
fore the killing occurs simply makes a morally repugnant 
practice even more so. 
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[1] Killing animals causes them harm. 

[ 2] Harming animals is morally wrong. 

[ 3 ] Kill ing animals is morally wrong, by [lJ and [2 J. 

[ 4 ] Meat-eating requires that animals be killed. 

[ 5] Therefore, meat-eating is morally wrong, by [ 3 ] 

and [4 J. 

MAV is validi additionally, I claim it is sound. If so, 

this clearly presents a compelling case that moral subjects 

are morally required to refrain from eating animals. To de

fend the soundness of MAV, I will respond to various objec

tions that could be raised to the crucial premises [1]-[3]. 

I should point out that, without further qualification, pre

mise [4] is strictly speaking falsei one could conceivably 

subsist entirely on the bodies of animals that died from ac

cidents, natural causes, or predation. The further qualifi

cation is simply this: as making reference to an industrial

ized practice ("factory farming") supplying food for mil

lions of people, which is the target of MAV anyway, [4] is 

indisputably true, not needing any defense. 

Beginning with [1], how might it be attacked? There 

are two ways to go about it: first, one could argue that 

killing causes no harm to anyone, whether human or nonhumani 

second, one could argue that although killing humans causes 

them harm, killing animals does not cause harm to the ani-
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mals killed. 

2. Killing and Harm 

At first glance, the claim that killing does not harm anyone 

looks outrageous. Most of us believe that dying in itself is 

normally bad enough, but to die by the hand of another be

fore one's life would "naturally" end is considered an espe

cially terrible misfortune; we believe that, except in some 

rather extraordinary circumstances, being killed is among 

the most severe harms one could ever experience. But the 

claim that killing does no harm is not meant to point out a 

particular or unusual case; it is supposed to apply to any 

case of death caused by the deliberate (or unintentional) 

actions of another. Why would anyone think such a thing? 

The difficulty is suggested by an ancient puzzle about 

death. Applied to the question of the harmfulness of kil

ling, the puzzle is this: if we suppose that for someone to 

suffer harm, there has to be someone to suffer it, then when 

one is killed, there is from that moment on no one to endure 

the harm or misfortune that death is supposed to be. There 

is then a kind of a metaphysical and temporal problem of how 

a harm or misfortune, which is after all something that oc

curs at some time, can be a property of or attributable to 

that which is after all suddenly nothing: 

... there are special difficulties, in the case of death, 
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about how the supposed misfortune is to be assigned to a 
subject at all. There is doubt both as to who its subject 
is, and as to when he undergoes it. So long as a person 
exists, he has not yet died, and once he has died, he no 
longer exists; so there seems to be no time when death, if 
it is a misfortune, can be ascribed to its unfortunate sub
ject. 3 

It was some recognition of these "special difficulties" 

which led the Epicureans, about 2300 years ago, to their 

famous motto "Death is nothing to us." Epicurus himself 

argued that " ... so long as we exist, death is not with us; 

but when death comes, then we do not exist. It does not 

then concern either the living or the dead, since for the 

former it is not, and the latter are no more."· 

How then are we to conceive of harm in the context of 

the cessation of life? Without a subject, which is ext in-

guished by the killing, to suffer the harm or misfortune of 

death so caused, we seem to have a problem connecting the 

harm with the killing in the first place. We can start to 

resolve this difficulty with a clearer understanding of what 

it is about an activity which constitutes a harm. Joel 

Feinberg has offered an analysis of harm which is especially 

useful in the context of the incomplete moral status of non-

3Thomas Nagel, "Death" Mortal Questions, Cambridge Uni
versity Press: Camb~idge, 1979, p. 4. 

4 11 Epicurus to Menoeceus" Epicurus: The Extant Remains, 
Cyril Bailey, trans., Oxford University Press: Oxford, 1926, 
para. 125. The intent of Epicurus' argument is to deflect 
fear of death, not to show that death causes no harm. 
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humans. This analysis appeals to the interests of the indi-

vidual harmed: to harm a being is to do something which ad-

versely or detrimentally affects the interests it has. On 

this view, harming amounts to "the thwarting, setting back, 

or defeating of an interest."~ 

To set back an interest is to reverse its course, turn it 
away, put it back toward the point from which it started .... 
To defeat an interest is to put it to utter rout, to conclu
sively and irrevocably set it back by destroying the condi
tions that are necessary for its advancement and fulfillment 
.... To thwart (or block, or frustrate) an interest is to 

. stop its progress without necessarily putting it in reverse; 
to successfully oppose it, and prevent it, at least for the 
time being, from making an advancement or improvement. G 

Feinberg's solution to the problem of a subject to suf-

fer the harm is to first describe a conception of interests 

which survive the death of the individual, these being the 

interests that are defeated the moment she is killed. Some 

interests can survive the death of their owner, according to 

Feinberg, because their objects extend beyond the present 

and the subjective states of the individual to include ex-

~Joel Feinberg, Harm to Others, Oxford University 
Press: Oxford, 1984, p. 33. 

GFeinberg, p. 53. 
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ternal events in the world at some time in the future.? To 

kill a professional philosopher, say, is to defeat her in-

terest in becoming a reputable and prolific theorist that 

objective goal - and thus constitutes a harm to her, but it 

is not harm in the sense of the defeat of her subjective 

state of satisfaction in the attainment of that (or other) 

goals, for she has no subjective states. 

This leads to the second aspect of Feinberg's solution: 

granted that this interest in becoming a reputable and pro-

lific theorist survives the death of the philosopher, still 

we must say something about who has this interest; interests 

are not properties of corpses, disembodied minds, or spir-

its. Feinberg employs another distinction to deal with this; 

there is a difference, he says, between "an ante-mortem per-

son after his death" and a "post-mortem person after his 

death."8 The latter is the dead body, the corpse, which as a 

"mere thing" cannot be harmed in any sense, while the former 

can be harmed insofar as the defeat of his surviving inter-

ests " ... makes it true that the antemortem person is harmed 

?Feinberg, p. 84-86. Feinberg distinguishes between 
the objective fulfillment of desires and their subjective 
satisfaction. Harm to an interest concerns the former, re
moving the paradox of harming interests which involve the 
subjective mental states of a non-existent person. Surviv
ing interests are also used to make sense of posthumous 
harms. 

8 Fe inberg, p. 90. 
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and that occurrence is in a sense responsible for the ante

mortem harm. ,,'3 

This provides us with' a way of handling the objection 

that killing does not harm an individual because death is no 

misfortune: death is a misfortune because interests which 

survive the death, as identified by objective goals and not 

subjective states, are thereby defeated, this being a harm 

to the antemortem person after death. 

This solution is ingenious and philosophically alluring 

but how plausible is it? The dead philosopher's surviving 

interest in being a reputable and prolific theorist is de

feated when she is killed, but in what form does such an in

terest "survive"? Being a concatenation of her sensations, 

perceptions, desires, and emotions (on my view), this inter

est is clearly a function of the philosopher's mind: phenom

enologically, it amounts to this conglomeration of her psy

chological states, which do not exist. Nor does it seem to 

help to appeal to the object of her interest, this being 

what is blocked or thwarted, since the object of her inter

ests does not exist any more than she does: her goal was to 

attain a good reputation and a hefty list of publications, a 

goal which was never realized. What precisely is it that is 

"surviving" here? 

gFeinberg, p. 91. 
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If it is suggested instead that the object of her in

terest was to maintain a reputation and publication record 

which she already had, which already existed, it is still 

not clear how these survive the demise of their subject. 

After all, having a good reputation and being a prolific 

theorist are features of the philosopher and don't they die 

with her? Isn't this why we say that G.E. Moore had an ex

emplary reputation, and that Bertrand Russell was extremely 

prolific. It sounds odd to use the present tense here. 

The oddness does seem to vary according to the verb 

used, so one might not be terribly puzzled ontologically by 

what exactly is surviving. This just returns us to the sub

ject of these interests however. Literally translated, the 

concept of an "antemortem person after death" is oxymoronic. 

The point however, I take it, is not to postulate the exis

tence of some impossible object that is a dead person before 

it is dead, but to appeal to descriptions of the past inter

ests of presently deceased persons. But that brings the 

strange result that the "living person antemortem" is in a 

perpetual state of harm: if death defeats the surviving in

terests of the antemortem person, and one of those is the 

interest to remain alive, then he can be in a "harmed condi

tion" for many years. The problem is that, speaking postmor

tem, it is true that the deceased had this interest in liv-

------ --- ---- ------ ---
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ing so the bare fact of his mortality harmed him from the 

moment he formed this interest. Thus, on the assumption 

that most everyone has this interest from a very early age, 

people spend virtually their entire lives in this harmed 

condition. 

Feinberg Is aware of this problem and appeals to the 

concepts of "partial" and "net" harm to try and deal with 

it.1'~ With this distinction, he shows that death at age 30 

is a greater harm than death at age 80, but he does not show 

that the notion of an antemortem person does not lead to the 

conclusion that most everyone spends almost all their lives 

being harmed by their eventual deaths. This is unsatisfac

tory for two reasons. First, there must be some sense to a 

condition of not being harmed in order to make any sense of 

being harmed. Since Feinberg's notion of harm is essenti

ally tied to interests, and "the paramount welfare interest 

in remaining alive" is basic or presupposed by all other in

terests, he seems to have made it impossible to have inter

ests and not be in a harmed condition. Second, this analy

sis would have a person being harmed at every time except 

the moment he was killed since the "living person antemor

tem" who is harmed by his death no longer exists at that 

moment. 

1°Feinberg, p. 92-93. 
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So the attempt to construct a subject to suffer the 

harm of being killed does not solve "the problem of the 

subject." Must we then accept the extraordinary claim that 

killing does no harm? Surely something has gone awry. A 

diagnosis of the real "problem" seems to lie in the attempt 

to make over a conceptual puzzle into a metaphysical para

dox. If we think of 'harm' as a property, as a kind of ob

ject, or as an attribute of "subjects" of the harm, we can 

be led to wonder how this harm can possibly exist when there 

is nothing - no subject - for it to attach to; and since 

death is the termination of the subject, harm, as a property 

or attribute, cannot here obtain: killing does no harm. This 

tendency to conceive of 'harm' in this way is what, I think, 

leads Feinberg to create a subject for the harm to be a pro

perty of, namely, the "living person antemortem." But this 

device threatens to envelope the sense of harm which re

quires that we have some notion of not being harmed and 

makes it impossible to be harmed at the moment of death. 

The "conceptual puzzle" comes about because normally 

when we speak of harm, we are referring to something being 

harmen; at the same time, we speak of the dead as being be

yond all suffering and misfortune. To make the matter more 

unsettled, if we reflect upon the locution 'Killing X causes 

X harm,' it makes perfect sense; indeed it seems so obvious 
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that perhaps no one but a philosopher would ever dream of 

uttering it. More common is the contrary expression 'Kill-

ing X does no harm to X,' the sense of which is determined 

by special circumstances. The fact that this distinction 

between when killing does and does not cause harm to the in-

dividual killed exists in ordinary discourse suggests the 

solution to the "problem of the subject" is to examine those 

contexts from which their respective senses arise. This is 

to heed J.L. Austin's advice, "If a distinction works well 

for practical purposes in ordinary life ... then there is 

sure to be something in it, it will not mark nothing."11 

What does this particular distinction "mark"? 

Now, instead of looking at the harm of killing as some 

kind of ontological issue, we are to look at the circumstan-

ces in which it does and does not make sense to say that 

killing a being is to cause it harm. One such circumstance 

in which it does make sense to say that killing causes harm 

is certainly the one where an individual has an interest in 

its own welfare and well-being, an interest in living gener-

ally, which is utterly obliterated when that individual is 

killed. Another is just as surely the one where the killing 

of an individual permanently forecloses all opportunities it 

11"A Plea for Excuses" Philosophical Papers, Oxford 
University Press: Oxford, 1979, p. 133. 
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will ever have to enjoy the many benefits and rewards of 

living, where being killed " ... is an abrupt cancellation of 

indefinitely extensive possible goods.,,12 

On the other hand, if the circumstance is one where a 

person is afflicted with chronic organic brain syndrome, 

leaving him in a permanent and irreversible state of con-

fusion and disorientation, as well as a severe kidney dis-

ease requiring hours of dialysis every week,~8 then we have 

good reasons to believe that killing this individual would 

cause him no harm. Similarly, if the case is one in which 

an animal is suffer~ng from severe dehydration, multiply 

fractured ribs, both hind legs and hips broken, deep gashes 

torn from its flesh by dogs, untold internal injuries, and a 

ruptured eye-ball,14 it again makes sense to say that delib-

erately ending its life is not harmful. But the harmlessness 

of death in these cases is not due to a general metaphysical 

problem about where harm can attach when the subject dies; 

it is due to the awful facts in particular instances which 

12Nagel, "Death" op. cit., p. 10. 

18As in the case of Earle N. Spring, majority opinion 
by Judge Christopher J. Armstrong, reprinted in Social 
Ethics, Thomas A. Mappes and Jane S. Zembaty, eds., McGraw 
Hill: New York, 1987, p. 81-85. 

14The unfortunate animal was a cow in a Kentucky stock
yard, as reported in PETAnews, newsletter of People for the 
Ethical Treatment of Animals, vol. 1, no. 8, p. 1-2. 



137 

justify our conclusion that it is inappropriate and inaccur-

ate to claim that killing these beings causes them harm. 

3. Killing Animals and Harm 

Premise [lJ of MAV is not defeated on the grounds that ki1-

ling does not harm, but there is a more direct method of 

attacking the premise. This is to concede, what everyone 

admits anyway, that death resulting from killing does ordin-

arily cause harm; however, the claim would now be that such 

a death only harms persons, it does not do any real harm to 

animals. Ruth Cigman takes this approach when she denies 

that animals have "categorical desires," these being requir-

ed to genuinely suffer death as a misfortune: 

To be a possible subject of misfortunes which are not 
merely unpleasant experiences, one must be able to desire 
and value certain things. The kind of misfortune which is 
in question here is death, and to discover whether this is a 
misfortune for an animal, we must ask whether, or in what 
sense, animals don't want to die .... [A categorical desire] 
... answers the question whether one wants to remain alive ... 
I reject the suggestion that a categorical desire is attri
butable to animals [becauseJ ... animals would have to possess 
essentially the same conceptions of life and death as per
sons do [andJ ... understand death as a condition which closes 
a possible future forever .... 1~ 

:I.~"Death, Misfortune, and Species Inequality" Philoso
~ and Public Affairs 10 [1980J, p. 57-58. The concept of a 
"categorical desire" is adopted from Bernard Williams. I am 
continuing to take "misfortune" and "harm" as synonymous 
here, as I have throughout this discussion. Though Cigman 
herself never equates the two, it is difficult to think of a 
clear case of harm that is not a misfortune, and vice versa. 
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Cigman never makes it very clear just what qualifies a de

sire as "categorical," so we never really know just what a 

"categorical desire" is. She does go on to say that the 

understanding of life and death which "categorical desires" 

embody itself requires having a number of concepts, includ

ing the concept of "long-term future possibilities, of life 

itself as an object of value, of consciousness," and a few 

others.:l S 

Notice that by setting up these all-important "categor

ical desires" in terms of the possession of concepts, Cigman 

has already eliminated animals from the fold, so for the 

purposes of denying the harmfulness of animals' death, it 

doesn't seem to matter what the concepts are. They might as 

well be the concepts of dog-breath or fur-ball for all the 

difference it would make to the question of whether or not 

death harms animals. We have already seen that concepts, or 

language generally, are not required in order to have desir

es, but these "categorical" kind are presumably supposed to 

be very special and hard to obtain. The question that has 

to be asked, assuming that there really are these sorts of 

desires and they are as Cigman has vaguely described them, 

is simply why? Why does a being need "categorical desires" 

in order to have a desire to remain alive? 

H:;Cigman, p. 59. 
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Cigman has no answer to this question whatsoever. She 

simply notes that Bernard Williams says the desire to remain 

alive is a categorical desire and then proceeds to detail 

what such a desire involves in a way which specifically ex

cludes animals. Why wouldn't the normal activities animals 

engage in all the time like consuming food at regular inter

vals, avoiding enemies and predators, seeking cover from in

clement weather, tending to injuries (such as they can), and 

displaying palpable fear in the face of threats to their 

lives be enough to attribute a desire to live to them? I 

suppose Cigman would respond here that such actions only 

show that they are "blindly clinging on to life"17 rather 

than manifesting a genuine desire to live. But these activ

ities are not blind clutchings, they are purposive and de

liberate with a particular point to them, namely, to main

tain that life. However, why would a "blind clinging" not 

show that the animal desires to live? Isn't this precisely 

the sort of evidence that would prompt us to realize just 

how much the animal wants to survive? 

In any case, even if Cigman had given us some argument 

for the conclusion that the desire to live must be of this 

categorical nature, even assuming we know exactly what such 

a desire is, there are still some rather unsavory consequen-

""eigman, p. 57. 
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ces for her view as thus articulated. The fact is, on this 

view, such a sophisticated desire can safely be attributed 

only to full-fledged persons, so death is a harm only to 

them. Therefore, death is no misfortune to fetuses, neo

nates, infants, or children generally up to some unspecified 

age when they become persons; additionally, those with vari

ous mental dysfunctions such as retardation (which would 

seem not to have to be particularly severe to prevent them 

from having these special desires), Alzheimer's Disease, 

Down's Syndrome, and forms of psychosis or even neurosis 

could be killed without fear of harming them. At one point, 

Cigman evinces a willingness to accept the harmlessness of 

killing the irreversibly comatose and fetuses,S8 but never 

considers the additional implications of her position for 

other classes of humans. 

As with interests generally - and the desires, emo

tions, and sentience which form them - the interest animals 

have in living is defeated when they are killed and thus 

constitutes a harm to them. The main component of this par

ticular interest is their desire to go on living, a desire 

that is displayed or shown, like all desires, in the nature 

of their activities. No more than this is needed to attri

bute this desire and the interest which focuses it. 

'.GCigman, p. 61. 
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The results of this section and the last demonstrate 

plainly how both lines of attack on the first premise of MAV 

have failed to undermine it: killing in general harms the 

individual killed, and killing animals in particular harms 

them. 

4. The Wrongness of Harming Animals 

This brings us to premise [2] of MAV: Harming animals is 

morally wrong. We have already seen how [1] can be defended 

and supported; if [2] can be treated in the same way, the 

rest of MAV follows as a matter of logic and we will have 

established a forceful moral case for vegetarianism. As be

fore, an effective way to argue for [2] is to defend it 

against various objections and then offer some reasons which 

back it up. 

Why would someone think that harming animals is not 

wrong? There are two strategies available here: first, one 

might reject the application of the moral principle that 

causing harm is wrong to judgments involving animals; se

cond, one might have no problem with the application of the 

principle to judgments involving animals, but go on to spe

cify those cases in which the wrongness of the harm is 

overridden. For the purposes of justifying meat-eating, 

this second approach would claim that a careful considera-



tion of the reasons why animals are killed for food shows 

that the wrongness of harming them is defeated. 
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The first objection denys that the principle 'Harming 

is morally wrong' can be legitimately applied in cases where 

animals are concerned: a more perspicuous formulation of the 

principle is 'Harming humans (or persons) is morally wrong.' 

To make this objection is to forget much ground that has al

ready been covered. The wrongness of causing harm is a moral 

constraint that applies to moral subjects in the context of 

their conduct toward those beings with a moral status. This 

status, so far, may be of either a complete or an incomplete 

formi to have the latter status is to be the possessor of 

certain affective capacities which identify that being as a 

moral object and place the appropriate moral constraints on 

those of the former status. The entire previous chapter was 

devoted to establishing the position that animals do qualify 

for an incomplete moral status on this basis: thus, to say 

that harming is morally wrong is to say that harming all 

those with a moral status is morally wrong. As entities with 

an incomplete moral status, animals are among those individ

uals whose well-being is protected by the demands that moral 

principles place on moral subjects. 

The second objection to the wrongness of harming ani

mals would concede that harming animals is morally wrong, 
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but go on to take advantage of the prima facie character of 

this judgment and detail the situations which provide rea

sons to override the wrongness of the harm. In the context 

of MAV, the argument would be revised in this way: 

[lJ Killing animals causes them harm. 

[2J Harming animals is morally wrong, unless there are 

overridding reasons which justify the harming/killing. 

[3J Meat-eating requires that animals be killed. 

[4J There are overridding reasons which justify the 

killing required for meat-eating. 

[5J Therefore, meat-eating is not morally wrong. 

This Moral Argument for Meat-Eating (MAM) is valid. But is 

it sound? We have already argued for premise [lJ; [2J fol

lows from the view of moral judgments already described; [3J 

we have claimed, with qualification, to be indisputably 

true. [4J is clearly the premise that needs to be falsified 

in order to maintain MAV and defeat MAM. So what are the 

reasons offered, by and large, for the practice of meat

eating? Do they in fact provide overriding reasons to jus

tify the harm caused to animals when they are killed for 

food, establishing a negation defeasibility? 

Why do people eat meat? If you ask someone this ques

tion, usually one or more of the following three explana

tions are cited: [lJ traditional/cultural; [2J esthetic; [3J 

----------... 
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convenience. The question then becomes: Do any of these 

explanations supply overriding reasons which would morally 

justify the harm that killing animals for food causes them? 

[1] People eat meat because they have been raised on 

that diet, as have their parents and grandparents and on 

back through the generations. Meat-eating is a deeply em-

bedded aspect of our culture with multiple ceremonial, rit-

ual, and religious uses. But then of course slavery, the 

subjugation of women, and systematic and institutionalized 

racism (among other practices) also once had this status, 

but few if any suppose that this status is what makes prac-

tices morally right or wrong. For example, slavery is wrong, 

at minimum, because it requires the persistent exploitation, 

coercion, and degradation of innocent people, not because it 

happens to be extinct in our society. The fact that a prac-

tice has the weight of tradition on its side and a prominent 

place in a culture does not in itself say much of anything 

about the moral propriety of that practice.~9 

[2] Animal flesh is regarded by most people as estheti-

cally pleasing: it tastes good. Meat is prepared for con-

sumption in an almost infinite variety of ways, combining 

myriads of cooking techniques, spices, and accompaniments. 

~9A point poetically yet forcefully made in the classic 
short story by Shirley Jackson, "The Lottery." 

------ ._.-- - - ----- .. - -
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Yet the esthetic attractions of other practices are regarded 

as, at best, irrelevant to their moral appraisal. Who would 

not recoil in horror at the thought of the emperor Heliogab-

alus, who had masses of people gathered in fields, only to 

be mercilessly slaughtered solely for the pleasing effect he 

found in the sight of red blood on green grass. 20 Or con-

sider "snuff films," whose "plot" is centered around the 

filming of an actual and real life murder of a person appar-

ently chosen at random. Who would not condemn such cinema 

in the strongest possible terms, even if it were directed by 

Orson Wells or Francois Truffault and starred Dustin Hoffman 

or Meryl streep. Yet one has only to enter the nearest 

abattoir with a video camera on any given day of the week to 

produce a movie every bit as horrific, and probably more so, 

as the most polished "snuff film," except here of course hu-

mans are not the ones being snuffed. 

[3] The convenience of meat-eating is largely a func-

tion of the other two factors. The pervasiveness of the de-

sire to eat meat and its prominence within a variety of so-

cial functions naturally provokes a free market system to 

supply it relatively cheaply and easily. Again, this seems 

to say nothing about whether or not meat-eating is morally 

::;:":;>As reported by R. M. Hare, Freedom and Reason, Claren
don Press: Oxford, 1963, p. 161. 
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permissible. It is often quite inconvenient and very dif

ficult to keep a promise or discharge a parental duty or 

make a sacrifice for a stranger - or a friend; it is often 

quite convenient and very easy to conceal the truth or poc

ket merchandise without remuneration or take advantage of 

powerless persons. Few of us believe that convenience and 

ease have much of anything to do with whether these actions 

are morally right or wrong. Why should it be any different 

when it comes to killing animals for food? 

Premise [4] of MAM cannot be sustained on these grounds 

and, so far, MAV remains intact. Given the moral status of 

animals and the harmfulness of causing their deaths, these 

explanations of meat-eating, employed as reasons, do not 

provide an adequate warrant to morally justify this prac

tice. The appeal must be to other reasons for that to be 

accomplished. In the absence of such an appeal, moral sub

jects are prohibited from participating in such a practice. 

5. Moral Adjudication 

What reasons would override the harm caused to animals by 

killing them for food? How do we identify the factors which 

show meat-eating to be morally justified? How are such fac

tors identified in general? 



147 

Now we begin to deal explicitly with the second major 

problem of this inquiry: the adjudication of conflicts of 

interests between those with a moral status. To show that 

some particular feature of a situation is an overriding one, 

and why, is to say something important about this sort of 

adjudication. 

We can start to understand this by thinking about why 

it is that appeals to tradition, esthetics, and convenience 

do not take us very far (if indeed they take us anywhere at 

all) in the moral appraisal of slavery, or racism, or kill-

ing, or promise-keeping or any number of activities. If a 

harm is consituted by a set back of my interests, and I (or 

my culture) have an interest in systematically exploiting 

and coercing people, or in the beauty of red blood on green 

grass, or in absconding with a six-pack of beer or a six

carat diamond, am I not being harmed when these interests 

are thwarted? By the same token$ if I have an interest in 

perpetuating the cultural dimensions of meat-eating, or in 

the taste of animal flesh, or in the ease of fast-food in a 

harried life, why should these interests be sacrificed or 

overridden? 

The answer is that there are interests and there are 

interests. We need to ask how central or important are the 

interests in conflict in order to determine which shall take 
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precedence. The importance of an interest can be gauged ac-

cording to its function in maintaining the well-being or 

welfare of the individuals concerned. In making these de-

terminations we find that it is precisely these crucial in-

terests which are being run over rough-shod when slaves are 

kept, when discrimination occurs, when promises are broken 

... and when animals are killed for food. 

Joel Feinberg has described just the sort of dimensions 

of priority among interests that I am suggesting here. The 

most crucial and essential interests that anyone can have 

are what he calls "welfare interests." To understand why 

welfare interests are "the very most important interests" 

that "cry out for protection" one needs only to consider 

what such an interest includes: 

In this category are the interests in the continuance for a 
foreseeable interval of one's life, the interests in one's 
own physical health and vigor, the integrity and normal 
functioning of one's body, the absence of absorbing pain and 
suffering ... , emotional stability, the absence of groundless 
anxieties and resentments, the capacity to engage normally 
in social intercourse ... , a tolerable social and physical 
environment, and a certain amount of freedom from interfer
ence and coercion.~~ 

Feinberg concludes that when welfare interests are thwarted 

or defeated a very serious harm has been done to the posses-

sor of those interests. 22 

~1Harm to Others, op. cit., p. 37. 

22 Fe inberg, p. 37. 
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This allows us both to state more clearly why the harm 

of killing animals for food is morally wrong and when its 

wrongness may be overridden. Insofar as an animal has inter-

ests, it is reasonable to conclude that among these are pre-

cisely the sorts of welfare interests Feinberg mentions, in-

cluding at least the interests in remaining alive and heal-

thy, in avoiding pain and suffering, an interest in safety 

and security, and in being free from external constraints. 23 

How do we know this? Once more, to harken back to the re-

suIts of the last chapter, we need to consult the character 

of their actions which evidence or display these particular 

interests. This is no special concession or special problem 

when it comes to attributing interests to animals: we engage 

in the same process of interpreting behavior as expressions 

of affective capacities on a daily basis with rational and 

nonrational humans. An interest in upholding a traditional 

practice, or in esthetic satisfaction, or convenience, or 

some combination of these, is'"hot a welfare interest24 and, 

23Feinberg observes that "some" animals do have welfare 
interests (p. 58-59), but he does not articulate them as I 
do here and does not address the consequences for meat-eat
ing of attributing such interests to animals. See also his 
paper "The Rights of Animals and Unborn Generations" Philo
sophy and Environmental Crisis, op. cit., especially p. 49-
50. 

::Z"'I suppose Feinberg would call these "ulterior inter
ests" (Harm to Others, op. cit., p. 37, 55-56). Welfare 
interests are necessary to have any ulterior interests at 
all, according to Feinberg, which serves to underscore the 
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as such, cannot take precedence or priority over a welfare 

interest with which it is in conflict. Welfare interests -

as basic, central, and essential to an individual's well-

being - are themselves the overriding or prioritized inter-

ests: it is their defeat which provides the paradigmatic 

occasion of and severest sort of harm. This is what throws 

the moral weight on the side of welfare interests. As such, 

welfare interests cannot be overridden by anything except 

other welfare interests. 

What happens when welfare interests collide? When 

there is a clash between the welfare interests of a being 

with a complete moral status and those of a being with an 

incomplete moral status, the complete status is to prevail. 

This is because in identifying a being, X, as having a com-

plete moral status on the basis of its possessing certain 

cognitive and affective capacities we are at the same time 

ascribing to X a certain kind and degree of moral value, 

namely, complete moral value. To identify a being, Y, as 

having an incomplete moral status on the basis of its pos-

sessing certain affective capacities only is at the same 

time to ascribe to Y another kind and degree of moral value, 

namely, incomplete moral value. The moral judgment ·x is of 

importance of welfare interests. Neither Feinberg nor I 
claim that animals have ulterior interests. 
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greater moral value than Y' follows from these judgments 

about the respective moral status and value of particular 

beings. The proposal here is that the fact that X possesses 

both the cognitive and affective features of beings which 

ground a complete moral status justifies the judgment that 

its moral value carries a greater weight than that of Y, 

whose moral value lacks the extra force provided by the cog

nitive feature. 

At this point, the comparison de£easibility of entity

specific moral judgments becomes activated. The judgment 

that X has greater moral value than Y leads immediately to 

the comparison defeasibility: 'XIS moral claim overrides, or 

is stronger than that of Y.' This means that any claims the 

being with a complete moral status may have that her welfare 

interests be preserved and protected by other moral sub

jects, will override any similar claims of a being with an 

incomplete moral status, when the two interest types are in

compatible. The latter's claims are defeasible in compari

son to those of the former due to her possessing a greater 

or weightier moral value, a preponderance grounded in the 

cognitive capacities she has. 

So why exactly does the addition of these cognitive ca

pacites tip the scales in favor of the being who has them? 

Why should their presence amount to a stronger moral claim 
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than that of a being who lacks them? No one disputes the 

importance of these capacities in order to qualify as a mor-

al subject. But the problem now is to account for their im-

portance to moral subjects when they are considering other 

moral subjects as moral objects. 

To understand this, let's reflect on a concrete case: A 

ship goes down in stormy seas; a man, his wife, his great 

dane, and two burly crewman crowd into a under-sized life-

boat. As the ship sinks, another crewman swims over to the 

boat intending to clamber aboard, but it quickly becomes ap-

parent that adding his weight to the already over-loaded 

craft would capsize or swamp it, and everyone would be lost; 

but if he doesn't get on board, the crewman will undoubtedly 

perish.2~ Here is a conflict between the drowning man's 

welfare interest in living, and the like interest of those 

already in the (aptly so-called) life-boat. If we assume 

that all the humans involved in this case have a complete 

moral status, then their respective degrees of moral value 

are equal. But the dog's moral status is incomplete. It 

follows from the view advocated here that the drowning man's 

moral claim that this interest be protected overrides that 

2~Adapted from an actual incident reported by Edward 
Johnson in "Treating the Dirt: Environmental Ethics and Mo
ral Theory" Earthbound, Tom Regan, ed., Random House: New 
York, 1984, p. 336-337. 
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of the dog, so the great dane morally ought to be jettisoned 

and the man saved. Why are the man's cognitive capacities 

crucial for making this judgment? 

Their importance is this: the man recognizes the ter

rible course his most proximate future will take in being 

left exposed to the elements on the open sea, while the dog 

does not; he understands and appreciates his own mortality 

and its relation to his present predicament, while the dog 

does not; and he has duties and responsibilities to his fam

ily, friends, colleagues, and an indefinite number of other 

moral subjects and objects, while the dog does not. Clearly, 

these factors are all essentially tied in some way to or are 

a function of the special cognitive capacities which he pos

sesses and the dog does not. In a psychological (though not 

necessarily physical) sense, not only will the man himself 

suffer more, but so will the beneficiaries of his moral com

mitments, since those commitments will not be fulfilled. 

The point is that cognitive capacities saddle their 

possessor with a greater burden in the matter. It is after 

all processes of deductive and inductive reasoning, aug

mented and refined by language, and indexical and temporal 

recognition which make it possible for any moral subject to 

visualize, anticipate, and appreciate not only her own 

death, but also the trauma and stress of enduring pain and 
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suffering. Additionally, these same capacities produce the 

foresight necessary to understand the awful consequences of 

debilitating disease and injury, effects made worse by com

parison to the remembered state of health and vigor, and the 

physical and psychological deterioration that comes with the 

loss of personal freedom, which also has a significant mem

ory component. And to paraphrase John Donne, no moral sub

ject is situated on a ethical desert island: she has duties 

and responsibilities to others, people who are counting on 

her, people whom she owes. There is a whole network of not 

merely social but moral relations whose realization ulti

mately depends on the maintenance and perpetuation of those 

same welfare interests. Such a network can easily unravel 

with the defeat of anyone of her welfare interests, and 

thus she is not the only one who is harmed. 

A dog, or any other being lacking a developed capacity 

of rationality, language, indexicality, temporality, or 

other complex cognitive function, however rich its affective 

life, could not realize these conditions. It cannot compre

hend the significance of its own mortality, nor appreciate 

the long or even the short term effects of illness, injury, 

or other malfunction, nor be troubled by the future course 

of its physical and psychological well-being or its personal 

liberty. And, by definition, a being with an incomplete 
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moral status has no duties or responsibilities to others, 

there is no one else whose good would be adversely impacted 

because it did not get what was its due, what it deserved. 

For these reasons, the being with a complete moral status 

amounts to a (morally) more valuable being, bestowing a 

moral priority upon certain claims of that being; this im

plies that the all-important welfare interests of beings 

with a complete moral status are more worthy of realization 

than those a being with an incomplete moral status, when the 

two are in conflict. 

We have arrived then at the sort of reason that would 

override the wrongness of causing harm to animals: when the 

welfare interests of persons are at stake. To return to the 

issue of meat-eating, this leaves the soundness of MAV 

available in a way which, as we have seen, appeals to tradi

tion, esthetics, and convenience do not. After all, welfare 

interests are indeed at stake when people kill animals for 

food since they obviously need food to remain alive. But 

now the problem is: Can this interest be met in a less mor

ally objectionable way or, better yet, can it be met without 

raising the question of its moral justification at all? Now 

it is a fact that animal protein is not needed for normal 

humans to live healthy lives: it is not the case that humans 

must consume animals in order to meet this welfare inter-
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est. 26 This means that MAV can be maintained if and only if 

it is no worse, morally, to kill an animal for food than it 

is to kill a plant. On the other hand, if plants have less 

moral value than animals or, a fortiori, if they have no 

moral value whatever, moral subjects will be required to 

meet this welfare interest by consuming them, and not ani-

mals. In chapter'seven, we will see'that this is indeed 

morally required. 

The implications of the view defended in this section 

for other areas of animal use can only be mentioned here. If 

the welfare interests of persons are at stake in the context 

of AIDS or cancer or other scientific research, medical ex-

perimentation utilizing nonhumans could be morally justified 

on those grounds in these specific cases, provided that 

other morally innocuous, or at least less noxious, methods 

are not efficacious. 2
? If however, the experimentation is a 

needless replication whose real purpose is to pad a publica-

tion list or obtain grant money, or if its point is general 

scientific curiosity or to test the effects of cosmetic 

26 1 will not pause to debunk the myth that animal pro
tein is necessary. Frances Moore Lappe's Diet for ~ Small 
Planet, Ballantine: New York, 1971 thoroughly demolished 
this superstition long ago. 

27A similar position is developed in some detail by 
Michael A. FOx, The Moral Case for Animal Experimentation, 
University of California Press: Berkeley, 1986. 
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adornments - in other words, if the welfare interests of be

ings with a complete moral status are not at stake - then it 

is highly unlikely that the harm caused to animal~ can be 

successfully overridden. Additionally, insofar as animals 

are harmed or exploited in the process of supplying the ac

coutrements of fashion or entertainment for humans - fur and 

skin farming, trapping and hunting, sport hunting generally, 

races, rodeos, and circuses - my comments about the esthetic 

considerations of meat-eating should clearly indicate how 

inadequate such interests are for the purposes of warranting 

these practices. 

Unfortunately, and notoriously, moral situations can be 

bewilderingly complex, so I am not suggesting here that 

there is anything simple or uncontroversial about adjudicat

ing moral matters in this way. Much still needs to be done: 

there may be an order of priority among the various sorts of 

welfare interests themselves, an ordering which mayor may 

not vary according to the kind of being which has them, and 

nothing has been said about the collision of the welfare in

terests of beings with a complete moral status. The latter, 

I suspect, represent the most difficult moral problems, 

where there seem to be little grounds to choose between 

courses of action, and the former would require a much more 

detailed specification of the nature of the different wel-
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fare interests and some account, based on that, of their 

centrality. These projects are important but beyond our 

reach here. As with many of our conclusions, what we are now 

doing is pointing out the proper method for solving the mul

tiple problems generated when ethics becomes nonanthropo

centric. 

Nonetheless, we have made progress: the special impor

tance of welfare interests allows us to account for the mo

ral defects of some practices we commonly condemn and ex

poses the same defects in another practice - meat-eating -

that is not commonly condemned; the priority of welfare in

terests and the weight of morally relevant capacities also 

affords us a framework within which conflicts of these in

terests may be resolved and has the additional advantage of 

accounting for other common-sense moral judgments such as 

the priority of a mother's life over that of her fetus, and 

that of a human moral subject (when that life is at stake) 

over that of a nonhuman moral object. 

Just as a moral status, in toto, was once regarded as 

revolving around the cognitive capacities which define a 

complete moral status - a moral subject - we have been talk

ing in this chapter and the last as though an incomplete 

moral status revolves around the affective criteria - having 

interests - which define a moral object. We must now ask if 
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our moral vision here has been myopic. Is the satisfaction 

of the affective criteria the beginning and end of moral 

status as it was once suggested that the cognitive capaci

ties were? Are there any good normative grounds for moving 

past the neurocentric ethic we have arrived at here and as

cribing a moral status and value to nonconscious beings? If 

sentience, emotions, and desires are required to have inter

ests, and minds are required to have the affective criteria, 

the mind-less - the nonconscious - have no moral status. Is 

there another way in which they too may be morally consider

ed? If so, is there some way to limit the set of things 

which are not to be considered? Does everything have a moral 

status and value? These and other questions will occupy our 

time in chapte~ six. First, however, we must make an impor

tant detour. 
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chapter five: MORAL RIGHTS 

Before moving on to consider the moral status of nonconsci-

ous beings, we need to pause and take note of an obvious la-

cuna that is gaping before us. Filling in this hole will 

prove to be a significant advance in our discussion. I refer 

here to the conspicuous absence so far of even a bare men-

tion of moral rights,~ let alone any philosophical analysis 

of that concept. Particularly within the context of the 

discussion of nonhumans, where appeals to and denials of 

"animal rights" by professionals and laypersons, activists 

and theorists are legion, this seems to be a glaring omis-

sion. Perhaps so, but such glare or gap as there may be has 

not been without point or purpose; avoiding an analysis of 

rights has been deliberate. 

We have already accounted for and grounded the incom-

plete moral status of animals on the basis of their posses-

sing certain affective capacities which allow them to have 

interests. We have seen the overriding weight of a certain 

interest type - welfare interests - the defeat or thw~rting 

of which constitutes a harm to animals and is, as such, mor-

:1 For brevity, I will proceed to speak only of "rights," 
meaning moral rights. Regrettably I cannot discuss the dis
tinctions and similarities, assuming there are some, between 
moral and other sorts of rights, notably legal ones. 
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ally wrong. Since meat-eating defeats the welfare interests 

of animals, and since it is typically not the welfare inter

ests of humans that are cited but instead other, defective 

reasons are offered to warrant this practice, meat-eating is 

on those grounds morally unjustified. Our earlier discus

sions about judgments of moral value and the features of be

ings which confer this value on them led to adjudicating 

clashes of welfare interests on the basis of moral judgments 

concerning which party to the conflict was of greater moral 

value. It then turned out that moral claims based on the 

welfare interests of beings with a complete moral status 

override those of beings with an incomplete moral status 

because the special effects of the formers' cognitive capa

cities justifies their having a greater moral value than the 

latter. All of this was accomplished without needing to 

talk about rights at all. This strongly suggests the dis

pensibility of rights, at least at this sort of discursive 

level. 

It would be a mistake though to take the results of the 

previous chapters as suggesting that rights are unimportant 

or irrelevant for humans, who are assumed to have rights, or 

for nonhumans, whose rightsholding is a matter of heated de

bate. Appeals to rights are obviously extremely important 

socio-politically, being enormously effective practical and 
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rhetorical devices. Talk of rights is as central and basic 

in moral discourse as any other moral concept, a fact which 

places a burden on any plausible normative ethical system to 

account for the role this concept plays and incorporate it 

within that system. Part of that role, and a source of some 

trouble in appealing to rights, is that to maintain that an 

animal (or anything) has a "ri.ght to life," for example, is 

in fact the conclusion of an argument. Unfortunately, in 

socio-political contexts, that argument is more often than 

not never stated. Of course, if an animal (or anything) has 

a right to life it ought to be protected and to kill it is a 

very serious moral wrong, requiring some pretty hefty over

riding reasons to justify a negation defeasibility. The 

question is why does an animal (or anything) have this right 

(or some other)? To answer this question is to supply that 

missing argument. 

Philosophers have been divided on the qualifications 

for rightsholding; they also split on what an analysis of 

the nature of rights means for specifying those qualifica

tions. Discussions about what rights are and who has them 

have generally predominated over discussion of who has which 

rights, but since the former question seems to be logically 

prior that should not be surprising. In any case, there is 

likely to be an intimate connection between the identity of 
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rightsholders and the nature and content of rights themsel-

ves. There is also likely to be a close tie between the mo-

ral status of a being and its rightsholding. 

1. Rights and Interests 

The account of the incomplete moral status of animals pre-

sen ted in the last two chapters may suggest that we would be 

willing to identify rightsholders according to which beings 

do and which do not possess interests. Having interests as 

a requirement for rightsholding is a well known and reput-

able, though controversial, philosophical view. 2 Joel Fein-

berg represents this position as following from the correct 

analysis of what appeals to rights amount to. He says that 

to have a right is to have a "valid claim,"3 with validity 

being measured by certain moral standards: "A man has a mor-

al right when he has a claim the recognition of which is 

called for ... by moral principles, or the principles of an 

~This interest requirement seems to have originated 
with Leonard Nelson in ~ System of Ethics, Yale University 
Press: New Haven, eN, 1956, p. 99-100. Nelson goes on to 
claim that animals do have interests and are therefore 
rightsholders, p. 140-144. 

"""The Nature dnd Value of Rights" The Journal Q.f Value 
Inquiry 4 [1970], p. 253. The notion of rights as valid 
claims comes from John Stuart Mill in Utilitarianism, 1861, 
chapter I I I. 
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enlightened conscience."4 The connection with interests is 

effected because what the rightsholder is claiming is that 

his interests - in some aspect of his personal well-being or 

in the disposition of his property, say - be respected, or 

accounted for, or in some way protected; this being his due 

according to certain moral rules or the "enlightened con-

science."!'!> I have already argued at length that animals do 

in fact have interests, and though they obviously cannot 

make claims s on their own behalf, others (humans) can serve 

as their representatives and press interest-based claims for 

them.? It clearly follows, accepting all this, that animals 

are indeed rightsholders. s 

4Feinberg, p. 255. 

~Feinberg, "The Rights of Animals and Unborn Genera
tions" Philosophy and Environmental Crisis, William T. 
Blackstone, ed., University of Georgia Press: Athens, 1974, 
p. 49. Feinberg does not mention interests in "The Nature 
and Value of Rights." 

SThis is a "performative sense" of "the activity of 
claiming" (Feinberg, "The Nature and Value of Rights" op. 
cit. p. 251), a speech act on the model of J.L. Austin's 
"performative utterances" in How To Do Things With Words, 
J.O. Urmson & M. Sbisa, eds., Harvard University Press: 
Cambridge, MA, 1962, passim. Animals are not capable of 
speech acts. 

?Feinberg makes these points in "The Rights of Animals 
" op. cit., p. 46-50. 

8strictly speaking, Feinberg does not say that animals 
do have rights, he only acknowledges that they can have 
rights. 
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Some are reluctant to accept all or part of this. We 

have seen, in the context of the discussion of an incomplete 

moral status, how the attribution of interests to animals 

can be resisted. Had that resistance been successful, 

grounds to deny that animals are rightsholders would also 

have been established. This was R.G. Frey's project, and 

since we have already detailed its demise, there is no need 

to pursue that strategy further when it comes to an analysis 

of rights. 

H.J. Mccloskey's theory of rights may represent a more 

profitable method of limiting the class of rightsholders to 

human beings. At one time, McCloskey accepted that inter-

ests were needed in order to be a rightsholder but, like 

Frey, would not allow that animals have interests. 9 More 

recently, he has rejected interests as identifying a rights-

holder and adopted more stringent requirements.~o His ap-

'''''Rights'' Philosophical Quarterly 15 [1965], p. 126. 
In brief, McCloskey distinguished interests from welfare, 
allowing animals to have a welfare, but rejecting that they 
have interests. He never says why interests and welfare are 
distinct, but the reason that animals don't have interests 
is because interests "suggest that which is or ought to be 
or which would be of concern to the person/being." This "e
valuative-prescriptive overtone" McCloskey takes to be un
available to animals. 

~D"Moral Rights and Animals" Inquiry 22 [1979], p. 22-
53. McCloskey registers his objections to the interest re
quirement on p. 36-39. It is unclear if he still thinks an
imals do not have interests; his acceptance of Frey's argu
ments about beliefs and desires (p. 35-36) suggests he does. 
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proach now is the familiar one we have already encountered 

in our discussion of moral status: we noted there the at-

tempt (and ultimate failure) to limit moral standing to 

agents, according to who possesses the requisite cognitive 

capacity of rationality (and possibly others). This stra-

tegy is redeployed here, this time in order to construe 

rightsholders on the basis of certain cognitive rather than 

affective criteria, capacities which, we have conceded, no 

animal possesses: 

The basic thought in the ascription of moral rights is that 
there be the possibility or potentiality of action. This 
suggests that the paradigm possessor of a right is an actor 
or potential actor, one who can act by doing what he is en
titled to do, or act by demanding, claiming, requiring, what 
he is entitled to demand, claim, require .... ~'ormal adult 
human beings as paradigm cases of [rigb" .~. 3], are ... ca-
pable of being morally entitled to ac· ._e demands for 
goods, benefits, and services, and tr or decline 
such. It is because they are ... moral "1-' .;apable of 
acting according to what they are entitlet do, and cap
able of refraining from what they are entitlbj to do, that 
we believe we can meaningfully ascribe them rights.1~ 

The advanced capacities of moral agents "to be morally self-

determining" ground the attribution of rights to a being, 

not sentience, desires, and emotions. 

This view has been endorsed even more recently by A.I. 

Melden, who maintains that the "moral community" is consti-

tuted by all and only those beings properly identified as 

l1McCIoskey, p. 29-30. 
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rightsholders,~2 their identity based on fiduciary interac-

tions and the shared understanding which characterizes par-

ticipation in "moral relations."13 Features of this special 

relationship include waiving, refusing, and relinguishing 

rights, reciprocation and restitution between agents, and 

mutual concern.~4 There is no disputing that animals cannot 

be party to these sorts of interactive relationships charac-

teristic of beings with a complete moral status - animals 

are not moral subjects - so for these reasons they can be 

neither rightsholders nor, what amounts to the same thing 

for Melden, members of the moral community.1s 

2. Moral Rights, Moral Subjects, and the Moral Community 

We noticed earlier that the attempt to limit the class of 

beings with a moral status to those possessing certain cog-

nitive capacities runs into some insuperable difficulties. 

One might suspect then that the same sorts of misfortunes 

would plague theories which relegate rightsholders to beings 

1~Rights in Moral Lives, University of California 
Press: Berkeley, 1988, p. 102-103, 109-110. 

~3Melden, p. 36-37. 

~4Melden, p. 54-55. 

~~Melden draws these conclusions himself p. 57-59, 63-
65, though he does seem to be on the verge of allowing pet 
dogs as rightsholders, p. 66. He does not mention other 
species of pets or domesticated animals. 
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possessing the cognitive capacities characteristic of moral 

subjects. Positions of this sort, exemplified by McCloskey 

and Melden, must confront two troubling aspects of their 

views: they must account for, first, humans who are not mor

al subjects, and, second, the ordinary convictions most all 

of us have that animals can be treated rightly or wrongly. 

For his part, McCloskey is none too sanguine on either 

score; he is willing to exclude the irreversibly comatose 

and brain damaged from the class of rightsholders, but wants 

to allow infants and the psychotic in on the basis of poten

tiality.16 Unfortunately, he ignores any problems the appeal 

to potentiality can occasion. Specifically, he says nothing 

about the difficulties I pointed out in chapter two: treat

ing nonrational beings as if they were rational is threat

ened with incoherence since there is a very important re

spect in which we cannot do this; and acknowledging nonra

tional humans as moral objects on the basis of potentiality 

does not adequately account for why we have duties and re

sponsibilities to them and can treat them rightly wrongly. 

Additionally, McCloskey nowhere provides any argument to 

justify the appeal to potentiality in the first place, a 

common failure among those who appeal in this way to that 

concept. Thus McCloskey does not adequately account for hu-

1bMccloskey, p. 41-42. 
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mans who are not moral subjects. 

As to how treatment of animals might be morally evalu-

ated, given that they have no rights, McCloskey says only 

that "other ethical considerations ... need to be explored to 

determine what constitutes morally proper treatment of ani-

mals."i? The question is why these "other ethical consider-

ations" do not themselves qualify animals as rightsholders. 

The answer has to do with MCCloskey's notion of what rights 

are. Unlike Feinberg, he does not see a right as a valid 

claim but as "an entitlement to do, to demand, to enjoy, to 

be, to have done for us" and "rights [are] possessed, exer-

ciseq, ,and enjCL¥ed."lIa, Now these capacities are not clearly 

within the range of many animals and well beyond that of 

most, but Feinberg has already shown in any case that the 

notion of rights as entitlements is mistaken twice-over. 

The problem is that McCloskey misconstrues rights as exclu-

sively rights to, rather than rights against, and claims as 

being exclusively claims against, rather than claims to. i9 

Feinberg explains the mistake here with the simple observa-

i7McCloskeYI p. 24. 

i13Mccloskey, "Rights" op. cit., p. 117, emphasis delet-
ed. 

i'McCloskey, "Rights" p. 117-118. This is still his 
view apparently: see "The Moral Case for Experimentation on 
Animals" The Monist 70 [1987], p. 76-77. 
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tions that rights, say a right of noninterference or priv-

acy, are in fact held against others, possibly millions of 

others: if I have these rights, I have a claim against all 

persons to leave me alone and stay out of my business. Sim-

ilarly, claims can indeed be claims to: if I have a right to 

freedom of movement or speech, I have a claim to be at lib-

erty in my travels and to say what I want. 20 

This evidences the incompleteness of McCloskey's analy-

sis of rights in terms of entitlements. Given that I have a 

valid claim to freedom of movement, I am at the same time 

entitled to move about at will; but my entitlement to do 

this does not itself account for my claim against others not 

to interfere with my movements. McCloskey quite rightly 

construes entitlements as essentially permissions to do or 

to have things, but this leaves no room for the constraints 

on others that are logically correlative with these perm is-

sions and which only a claim against captures: an entitle-

ment against others does not make sense. Rights as entitle-

ments is only half-way correct; a more comprehensive ac-

count, as we will see, does not disqualify animals. 

Melden's treatment of humans who are not moral subjects 

is similarly incomplete, at best. He addresses only the is-

z'<:'Feinberg, "The Nature and Value. of Rights" op. cit., 
p. 256-257. 
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sue of children in this regard, ignoring the comatose, the 

psychotic, the senile, and others entirely. After noting 

that the denial of rights to children "does not ring true" 

he remarks 

Parents who neglect their children ... forfeit or jeopardize 
whatever rights parents may have against their offspring, 
and they do so by failing to meet their obligations to them. 
This is to say that their children do have their rights 
against them.""':!, 

Melden is apparently saying here that a parent gives up her 

right to respect, say, from her son if she mistreats him, 

this being a violation of her duty; this is supposed to mean 

that the child has a right to proper treatment. 

There are two things to quarrel with here: first, Mel-

den seems to be abandoning his earlier description of the 

features of moral relations which define members of the mor-

al community since he does not suppose, and it would be im-

plausible to suppose, that any child possesses these capaci-

ties; secondly, it's unclear why moral subjects who mistreat 

animals are not forfeiting rights subjects have against them 

- a right not to be attacked, say - and why this is not to 

say the animal has rights against the subject. Should the 

reply be that no moral subject has a right against an animal 

because an animal cannot violate or abide by rights, it 

needs to be explained why this situation is significantly 
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different in any morally relevant respect for a chIld who 

has no more of the cognitive capacities either Melden or 

MCCloskey require of rightsholders than the animal.~2 

Melden's attempt to account for our ordinary convic-

tions that there are right and wrong ways to deal morally 

with animals is also unsatisfying. His explanation is that 

first, treating nonhumans humanely is part of human virtue 

and second, there is a duty to relieve the distress of sen-

tient creatures:~~ "We should put a stop to cruelty to ani-

mals because it is cruel, relieve their suffering because 

they are suffering .... ,,2·~ These pronouncements are diffi-

cult to dispute and, because of that, they sit uneasily with 

Melden's denial to animals of the membership in the moral 

community which rightsholding entails. We must remember 

that, according to Melden, insofar as a being lacks the 

"normative requirements" - the cognitive capacities - of a 

rightsholder, it not only does not have rights, it is simul-

taneously excluded from that community: the class of rights-

holders and the class of members is identical. 

22Interestingly, Melden no where mentions the standard 
appeal to potential in this discussion. 

~8Melden, p. 52. We have already encountered this view 
in John Passmore, Man's Responsibility for Nature, Duck
worth: London, 1974, p. 117. 

::::."OMelc1en, p. 58. 
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In that case, it is a strange view which includes the 

measure of kind and merciful treatment that humaneness re

quires within its conception of human virtue, but at the 

same time does not include the objects of this deference 

within the class of beings whom moral subjects must consider 

in their conduct. If it is virtuous to adopt the moral per

spective definitive of treating an animal, or a child, or a 

person humanely, is this not tantamount to acknowledging 

that that which one is acting humanely toward has a moral 

status? And is it not perfectly sensible to suppose that 

all those beings with a moral status are on that basis mem

bers of a moral community? It is eccentric to testify to a 

moral duty to alleviate suffering and oppose cruelty to ani

mals, or to any sentient being, and yet deny that the being 

enduring those odious conditions has the special status 

which imposes the duty in the first place. 

The real problem here seems to be rooted in the vague

ness of the expression "member of the moral community." It 

is unclear both what a "member" is and what this "community" 

comes to. We can start to see our way out of this by real

izing that what Melden and McCloskey are really talking 

about in their emphasis on reciprocation and mutuality is 

better captured in the expression "participant in the moral 

community." This suggests just the sort of active and pur-
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posive involvement in moral relations that the two of them 

want to be definitive of "members" and restricted to rights

holders. But that definition and restriction leaves nonra

tional humans and nonhuman animals morally unaccounted for. 

We can provide conceptual and practical space to encompass 

these beings by contrasting a participant with an "element 

of the moral community." This suggests the passive and un

involved position of a being lacking the cognitive capaci

ties necessary for reciprocation and mutuality, but also in

dicates it is a part of that community on the basis of its 

interest possession. We can then adequately account for 

those beings normally included and considered which Melden 

and McCloskey do not. 

In terms of the concepts adopted here, to participate 

in such a community is to have a complete moral status - to 

engage in moral action as the subject of moral rules and 

principles. Alternatively, to be an element of this commun

ity is to have an incomplete moral status - to be considered 

as the object of this moral activity. This gives us an un

derstanding of "moral community" as constituted by the total 

of all moral subjects and objects. Melden and McCloskey are 

simply taking an unduly narrow view of what "membership" 

amounts to, leading them to an equally constricted view of 

what the "moral community" consists in. And this, in turn, 
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leads to their failure to supply an adequate place for the 

moral status of humans who are not moral subjects or non

humans who cannot be moral sUbjects. What they should have 

done to make their positions mo~e reasonable was to either 

expand the class of rightsholders by loosening up the quali

fications, or to speak clearly and concisely about a class 

of beings with a moral status who are nonetheless not right

sholders. Unfortunately, there is lIttle or no evidence 

that McCloskey or Melden considered the possibility of doing 

either. 

3. Rights Reconsidered 

We, on the other hand, will be doing both. The lessons of 

the last section suggest first that a position on rights 

which identifies rightsholders according to some less strict 

criteria than cognitive capacities is a better approach: one 

does not have to be a moral subject to have rights. Second, 

the trouble with restricting the moral community to rights

holders (agents) suggests a position that should also afford 

a moral status to beings that are not rightsholders: one 

does not have to be a rightsholder to have a moral status. 

Let me describe that position. 

I said earlier in this chapter that rights appeared to 

be theoretically dispensible: in chapters three and four we 
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were able to attribute an incomplete moral status to animals 

and morally justify vegetarianism without ever appealing to 

the rights of the animals eaten. But as I cautioned above, 

this dispensibility is not to be taken as denigrating the 

indisputable socio-political efficacy of rights-talk, both 

practically and rhetorically: far from it, for if the view 

presented here is to be at all compellIng, we must give an 

account of this. Nor is this dispensibility to be taken as 

a denial that there are any, or that anyone or anything has 

rights. Of course there are rights, and, as was hinted ear

lier, a proper understanding of them will shed some light on 

who has them. 

We can approach this proper understanding by first con

sidering what would be required to provide the argument, 

usually absent in socio-political contexts, for the conclu

sion 'Being X has right A.' In order to do that, we must 

supply both the morally relevant facts which identify X as a 

rightsholder and we must supply the relevant facts which 

justify the ascription of this particular right A to X. 

What might the morally relevant facts be here? 

First, concerning the identity of rightsholders: the 

inadequacies we noted of confining beings with rights to 

moral subjects, as I said, prompts us to look beyond cogni

tive capacities to establish their identIty. Our first stop 
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then is with the same affective capacities which designate 

an incomplete moral status. The fact that a being is senti-

ent, that it has desires and emotions - that it has inter-

ests - are just the sorts of grounds one would look for in 

order to ascribe a being with the status of rightsholder. 

Tom Regan provides us with a neat summary of features, facts 

about beings - which he calls "the subject-of-a-life criter-

ion" - the possession of which by any creature are good nor-

mative grounds for saying that the being in question is a 

rightsholder: 

... individuals are subjects-of-a-life if they have beliefs 
and desires; perception, memory, and a sense of the future, 
including their own future; an emotional life together with 
feelings of pleasure and pain; preference and welfare-inter
ests; the ability to initiate action in pursuit of their de
sires and goals; a psychophysical identity over time; and an 
individual welfare in the sense that their experiential life 
fares well or ill for them .... ~5 

Regan goes on to employ this subject-of-a-life criterion to 

ground ascriptions of "inherent value" to beings, a value 

which generates "the principle of respect" and the "right to 

respectful treatment. ":;:,,,5 In our terminology, the fact that 

a being has these capacities simultaneously grounds the as-

cription of moral value and an incomplete moral status to 

it. If we take the principle 'Treating beings with respect 

::;:~'!;The Case for Animal Rights, University of California 
Press: Berkeley, 1983, p. 243. 

::::GRegan, p. 243-249, 276-280. 
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is morally right' as another one of those "normative assump-

tions," we reach the same conclusion here as Regan."""? 

This is to take over from Feinberg the primacy of inter-

est possession to determine beings with rights. The appeal 

to the affective criteria rather than cognitive capacities 

to identify rightsholders has the signal advantage of ac-

counting for what McCloskey and Melden had so much trouble 

with. We can now make sense of our ordinary ascriptions of 

rights to infants, children, the senile, the psychotic, and 

other nonrational humans. We can additionally understand 

the not so ordinary (but becoming more so) ascriptions of 

rights to animals, at least insofar as they have interests, 

thus obviating any further demand to account for moral 

evaluations concerning our conduct with them. We will need 

to take account of animals insofar as they do not have in-

terests shortly. 

What then are we to make of the content of rights, that 

is, what can we say about precisely what rights beings have? 

The picture of rights as entitlements, as we have seen, is 

inadequate because it is incomplete. Instead we can borrow 

from Feinberg the more thorough notion of rights as valid 

~7Though my view ultimately differs substantially from 
Regan's according to the nature of moral value (his "inher
ent value") and which beings have it. Details are in the 
following chapter. 
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claims to or against, thereby providing a fuller account of 

the overall structure of appeals to rights. The notion of a 

valid claim is partlculary useful when it comes to a deter

mination of the content of rights. A valid claim would be 

one sanctioned by certain moral standards; in the context of 

the view advanced here, the validity of a claim is therefore 

intimately bound both to the moral principles we are assum

ing as regulatory on moral subjects' conduct and to the ap

propriate interests involved. 

One especially clear example should give us a good 

sense of how this works. Consider the interrelation between 

the principle 'Harming is morally wrong' and the welfare in

terest in staying alive. I have already shown in the last 

chapter that killing can be a very definite harm; it is 

therefore morally wrong to kill beings with a moral status. 

Now coupling this with the fundamental welfare interest in 

living, we have all that is required to justify a right to 

life. To have a right to life is to have a valid claim to 

and an interest in the conditions requisite for the perpetu

ation of that life and a valid claim against those who could 

be blamed - moral subjects - for defeating or thwarting that 

interest. The "validity" of the claim is sanctioned by the 

moral principle that harming which defeats that interest is 

wrong. 
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Since welfare interests, as we have seen, are among the 

most important interests a being has, we should expect that 

these interests will be a particularly important source of 

rights.~g The fact that a being has welfare interests in 

remaining alive and healthy, in its safety and security, and 

in its freedom may very well find the validity of claims 

based on these interests grounded in some of the moral prin-

ciples I have already mentIoned. The wrongness of harming 

and exploitation, and the rightness of kindness and respect 

seem especially apposite here. Of course, space does not 

allow for a comprehensive treatment of interests and allied 

rights, but the general framework of the proceedure should 

be clear. 

All this is leading us to the view that rights have a 

special importance corresponding to the sort of moral value 

an entity has and the strength of the claim that a being can 

make, or have made for it. To appeal to a right is thus a 

~9Feinberg points out (Harm to Others, op. cit., p. 37) 
that there is a sense in which welfare interests are "rela
tively trivial goods, necessary but grossly insufficient for 
a good life." Feinberg is referring to the good life for 
humans, which is essentially a function of the satisfaction 
of one's "ultimate interests," such as becoming a reputable 
and prolific philosopher or living in London some day. Since 
we can safely assume that no animal has such ambitions, in
deed animals may have no ambitions or ultimate interests in 
this sense, we can safely assume that welfare interests are 
necessary and sufficient for them to have a good life. Thus, 
far from trivial, the welfare interests of animals are vir
tually everything they have. 
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convenient short-hand device for signaling a differential in 

moral value, which sets that being apart from others and ac

cords it, and its claims, a kind of practical priority. We 

will see this more plainly as we come to some further expli

cation of this aspect, but to get to that point, we must 

first discuss the possibility that having interests, and 

therefore rights, does not mark the end of moral concern. 

The problem we noticed with Melden's identification of the 

members of the moral community with the class of rightshold

ers suggested that one solution would be to make room for 

beings without rights, yet who qualify as elements of this 

community on the basis of some other grounds, identifying 

another kind of moral status. What are these other grounds? 

4. Sentience Reconsidered 

It may seem curious, and irritating as well, that I have 

carried on for some time now talking about the sentience, 

desires, emotions, and beliefs - the interests - of "ani

mals," and the rightsholding these interests identify, with

out apparent recognition that there are large classes of an

imals to whom desires, emotions, or beliefs are not plausib

ly attributed. Possibly many of the smaller mammals - mice, 

bats, shrews, for example - as well as birds, fish, and cer

tainly invertebrates do not seem to register these features 
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of a mental life at all: their behavior does not show us, on 

the model described in chapter three, either that they have 

interests or what their interests might be. This is not ob

viously true, of course; some people seem to have a percep

tual acuity which discerns the relevant behavioral criteria 

of interest possession in species where others see nothing. 

But as we retreat down the phylogenetic scale it becomes 

more and more clear that, due to the absence of the relevant 

criteria, the animal under consideration apparently has no 

interests whatever, at least not in the sense employed here. 

Therefore, it could not be a rightsholder. 

However, though even this is not entirely clear in many 

cases, these rightless creatures are evidently sentient: 

they behave in ways that suggest sensations to us, especi

ally of pain, and they apparently perceive things. They 

just do not behave in ways which suggest either desires or 

emotions to us. So what of these nonhumans which fail to 

have interests and are thus dispossessed of rights? Are 

they therefore not elements of the moral community, devoid 

of a moral status? 

Sentience has long marked the crucial divide for utili

tarians between those who have a moral status and those who 

do not. As we saw in chapter one, for Jeremy Bentham this 

"insuperable line" was determined according to those with 
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the capacity to suffer (and not the capacity to reason) with 

the sufferings (and pleasures) of each and every sentient 

being to count for one and not more than, nor less than 

one.~~ Famously, Bentham thought rightsholding had nothing 

whatsoever to do with drawing this line, since rights them-

selves were, in his arresting metaphor, "nonsense upon 

stilts."'"'O 

In more recent times, utilitarianism, and its focus on 

sentient life, has provided the philosophical foundations of 

"animal liberation" with Peter Singer as its leading propo-

nent and champion.,",1 The basic principle of Singer's ethi-

cal system is the equal consideration of interests, without 

regard to the race or sex or intellectual or physical abili-

ties of the individual those interests happen to belong to. 

The interests of everyone concerned by some action are to be 

taken into account, and weighed and balanced on the utili-

tarian scale, with the right action being the one which, 

more nearly than any alternative action, maximizes the in-

terests of all those affected. 32 Singer goes on to point 

::;""The Principles of Morals and Legislation, 1789. 

30"Anarchical Fallacies," 1843, Article II. 

31 His most comprehensive, though rapidly becoming dated 
statement is Animal Liberation, Avon: New York, 1975. 

32singer, Practical Ethics, Cambridge University Press: 
cambridge, 1979, p. 12-13, 18-22. 
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out that humans are not the only beings with interests, and 

the principle of equal consideration requires not only that 

we take account of individuals regardless of their race, 

sex, or abilities, but also regardless of their species. 88 

This supplies the impetus for the movement from an anthropo-

centric (possibly homocentric) ethic to a nonanthropocentric 

ethic of the neurocentric variety. 

Singer does not, however, mean by "interests" quite 

what we have so far meant by having interests. He is not 

really speaking of animals as demonstrating sentience and 

desires, emotions, and beliefs. 84 He is actually most con-

cerned about the sensations of animals, especially of pain 

and pleasure, and it is this raw datum of their experience 

that must be entered into our moral calculations.8~ As a 

33Singer, Practical Ethics, op. cit., p. 49f. 

34Though this is admittedly unclear. In Animal Libera
tion he says that "To have interests, in a strict and non
metaphorical sense, a being must be capable of suffering or 
experiencing pleasure" (p. 176), which seems to identify 
sentience with having interests but may only be stating a 
necessary condition. The necessity looks to be confir~ed in 
Practical Ethics, p. 50, but there Singer adds "the capacity 
for enjoyment or happiness" as "a prerequisite [along with 
the capacity for suffering] for having interests at all." 
Happiness is more an emotion while pleasure is a sensation, 
though the two are obviously connected. How they are con
nected is not so obvious. 

3=Singer actually favors "preference utilitarianism" 
over a simpler hedonistic version (see Practical Ethics, Ope 
cit., chapter i), but his discussions of animal welfare al
most always focus on their sensations. 



185 

utilitarian, he is required to take account of and sum up 

the totals of such states when determining the morally pro-

per course of action. Calculating the vast amounts of suf-

£ering endured by animals "down on the factory farm" ulti-

mately leads Singer to vegetarianism. 3s 

These observations are not intended to preface a criti-

cal discussion of either utilitarianism or animal libera-

tion. 37 My point is only to raise the matter of sentience 

and its relation to a moral status and rlghtsholdlng. So 

far, we have confined both of these to those beings with 

certain cognitive and affective capacities - a complete mor-

al status - and those beings with a complex of affective ca-

pacities, but lacking the cognitive ones - an incomplete 

moral status. utilitarianism and Animal Liberation prompt us 

to consider sentience alone as warranting the moral status 

3SAnimai Liberation, Ope cit., chapter 3 & 4; Practical 
Ethics, Ope cit., p. 54-57, 99-103. 

37Arguments against utilitarianism are as persistent as 
utilitarianism itself seems to be. The most recent compen
dium of assaults is Consequential ism and Its Critics, Samuel 
Scheffler, ed., Oxford University Press: New York, 1988. 
Animal Liberation is usually criticised from the rights per
spective, as in Tom Regan, The Case for Animal Rights, Ope 
cit., p. 206-226. R.G. Frey has argued that Animal Libera
tion is not sustainable on utilitarian grounds, this being 
most evident for vegetarianism: the collapse of the meat in
dustry and its satellites would be so catastrophic in terms 
of human welfare, that it could not be given a utilitarian 
justification. See Rights, Killing, and Suffering, Basil 
Blackwell: Oxford, 1983, chapters 15-17, especially p. 197-
203. 
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of beings - advocating the principle 'A sentient being has 

moral value - irrespective of whether or not they have in-

terests and thus qualify as rightsholders. 

sentience as the limit of moral consideration has a re-

spectable cadre of supporters beyond Bentham and Singer and 

philosophers generally. G. J. Warnock answers his own ques-

tion "How far down the scale, so to speak, of the brute cre-

ation should moral relevance be taken to extend?" with the 

reply that "it extends just as far as does the capacity to 

suffer."AR W.K. Frankena registers his allegiance with the 

observation that there are morally right and wrong ways to 

treat nonpersons and nonhumans "just because they are cap-

able of pleasure and suffering .... ,,8'50 Ordinary moral thought 

finds something objectionable in causing pain itself, re-

gardless of whether interests or rights are involved. Can 

we make sense of the moral status of a being whose mental 

life is restricted to perceptual and sensory experiences, a 

being with no rights? 

88The Object Qi Morality, Methuen: London, 1971, p. 
151. Warnock uses the phrase "moral relevance" in the sense 
of "morally considerable," expressions we have distinguished 
in chapter one, section 1. 

:3"~"Ethics and the Environment" Ethics .&. Problems Qi the 
21st Century, K.E. Goodpaster & K.M. Sayre, eds., University 
of Notre Dame Press: Notre Dame, IN, 1979, p. 10; see also 
p. 15 for further remarks on why sentience is the end of the 
line morally. 
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5. Partial Moral status and Value 

Certainly. Given that an action causes a sentient being 

significant pain, that action constitutes a harm and is, as 

such, morally wrong. It might be objected here that a being 

whose mental life is essentially exhausted by its sensations 

and perceptions - a merely sentient being - has no interests 

to set back so how could the pain caused to it amount to a 

harm? To make sense of this, we need to extend the notion 

of harm beyond the parameter of set backs to interests, fav-

ored by Feinberg, and which we readily adopted in chapter 

four. Etymologically, 'harm' is a Middle English word mean-

ing injury or hurt; ordinary usage of the term sanctions 

this definition as when, for example, we speak of harming 

flies by pulling their wings off or the harm a hook does to 

a fish's mouth, and it is their reactions to these activi-

ties - their pain behavior - which make us say this. These 

are the sorts of entities, I think, that we fail to under-

stand as having desires or emotions, because they do not 

show us that, but we readily ascribe sensations to them on 

the basis of their actions: 

Look at a stone and imagine it having sensations. One 
says to oneself: How could one so much as get the idea of 
ascribing a sensation to a thing? One might as well ascribe 
it to a number! - And now look at a wriggling fly and at 
once these difficulties vanish and pain seems to get a foot
hold here, where before everything was, so to speak, too 
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smooth for it.40 

Since paIns do hurt (and what else could they do) and injure 

beings, digging our feet in here on the basis of appropriate 

behavIor, those beIngs are unmIstakably being harmed when 

they are experiencing pain. This accounts for the moral 

relevance of suffering In our deliberations as moral sub-

jects: this capacity accords a moral status and value to all 

sentient beings and grounds the entity-specific principle 

mentioned above. 

What sort of status and value? We have already seen 

(chapter four, section 5) how the successive elimination of 

the morally relevant capacities of the being under consider-

ation serves to progressively diminish the degree of its 

moral value. This diminution then implicates mechanisms for 

the treatment of conflicts according to which being has a 

greater value of this kind, activating a comparison defeasi-

bility. We have seen this at work in the context of con-

flicts of welfare interests between beings with a complete 

moral status, as identified by their possession of certain 

cognitive and affective capacities, and those with an incom-

plete status, as identified by certain affective capacities 

only. In such conflicts, the valid claims - which we can 

~0Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosoohical Investigations, 
G.E.M. Anscombe, trans., Macmillan: New York, 1953, #284. 
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now speak of as the "rights" - of the moral subject, arising 

from those interests, override the valid claims or rights, 

also arising from welfare interests, of the being with an 

incomplete status. This is accomplished by the special 

moral impact of the cognitive capacities which, when added 

to the affective criteria, signal a complete status and 

justifies the precedence of complete over incomplete moral 

value. 

Now a merely sentient being exemplifies a further re

duction in morally relevant capacities and a corresponding 

absence 6f the moral impact such capacities exert: the mere

ly sentient being has no desires moral subjects might thwart 

or fulfill, there is nothing we could do that would cause it 

to experience anger, frustration, fear, joy, satisfaction, 

or contentment. These considerations amount to a further 

reduction in moral value, diluting the strength or weight of 

its moral status. Call then a merely sentient being one with 

a partial moral status, as identified by its capacities of 

sensation and perception only, and which confers its partial 

moral value. 

The merely sentient being has no interests because it 

lacks the proper affective equipment to have them: without 

desires, emotions, and beliefs, we cannot meaningfully say 

that an entity is interested in anything. Since we have 
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agreed with Feinberg (and others) that rights are valid 

claims that the interests of beings require respect and mor

al protection, a merely sentient being has no rights. The 

line between an incomplete and a partial status thus gives 

us the border between rightsholders and beings who do not 

hold rights. Nevertheless, this partial moral status does 

serve to include the merely sentient within the moral com

munity, this finally giving us the notion of moral member

ship (as an element) without rights: contrary to Melden, the 

class of rightsholders and the class of members are not 

identical. 

Since the merely sentient do not have rights, they do 

not have valid claims that their interests be respected and 

protected. We can even so say that a partial moral status 

does present a claim upon moral agents, though this is not 

in the form of a right. A claim to what? Despite the fact 

that the merely sentient have no interests, we can still un

derstand the sense in which they can be harmed, as a func

tion of hurting and injury which is manifested in their men

tal states, telling us that we can act in accordance with or 

contrary to what we may speak of as being in their interest. 

In this way, either the outright possession of interests -

an incomplete moral status - or action in furtherance or 

hinderance of what is in an interest - a partial status -
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presupposes some mental life, with possession requiring a 

more sophisticated and complex sort. So a partial moral 

status presents what we may call a bare claim rather than a 

valid rights-claim, upon moral subjects that they refrain 

from acting contrary to what is in the interest of a sen

tient being, with the harm of injury, hurt, and causing pain 

being the clearest example of what is to be avoided by sub

jects. Similarly, this status presents such a claim that 

agents act in accordance with, or at least not interfere 

with what is in their interest, with consideration of what 

promotes the welfare of the merely sentient being especially 

important. 

The appeal to rights, on this conception, serves the 

function of designating the strongest or weightiest sort of 

claim upon moral subjects that can be made: this is captured 

in the ordinary use of 'rights' as signalling something of 

special urgency and importance. The strength of a valid 

rights-claim is thus the product both of the perspective 

from which it emanates - a complete or incomplete moral 

status - and the nature of the interests possessed, which 

are themselves restricted to that perspective. This dif

ferential weighting can be captured with the notion that a 

rightsholder (or her proxy) demands that the valid claims 

made be satisfied while (the proxy for) the merely sentient 
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being can only solicit that the bare claims presented be 

satisfied. The solicitation of a bare claim does not mean, 

however, that its satisfaction by moral subjects is optional 

or that the claim is invalid or unfounded; it is simply a 

conceptual device to mark off distinctions according to the 

degree of the moral burden placed on subjects, a burden 

which corresponds to the degree of moral value possessed by 

the entity being considered. A valid rights-claim is simply 

compelling in a way that a bare claim is not, but, bare 

though it is, the claims of the merely sentient are indeed 

sanctioned by our fundamental notions of harm and considera

tion (and others) and their relation to moral conduct. 

All of this has the advantage as well of being consis

tent with and fortified by ordinary moral thinking, where we 

suppose that the well-being of a cat carries a stronger 

claim on us than that of a canary, or when we judge that 

concern for a four-year old is more important than that for 

a fetus. The obvious implication that the welfare of a cat 

may stack up favorably against that of a human fetus is 

perhaps not so consistent with ordinary moral thought, but 

the explanation for that is not hard to see. Comparative 

moral weightings - comparison defeasibilities - between cats 

and fetuses have just not been ordinarily thought about in 

much the same way that such comparisons between the value of 
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life on a respirator and that of normal life were not ordin

arily thought about until advances in medical technology 

forced these ruminations upon us. 

We must now move on and ask if we have finally reached 

the outer limits of the "moral sphere," that circumference 

drawn by the capacities of minds: neurocentric ethics. Are 

the mental states which occasion the possession of interests 

(and rights) or which allow us to act in a being's interest 

on the basis of its sentience the final determinates for 

moral consideration? Can we allow for a moral status to be

ings without minds? Are there good normative grounds to 

press on to nonneurocentric ethics? 

-------- -----
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chapter six: NONCONSCIOUS BEINGS 

Let us first define "nonconscious beings" as all those be-

ings without minds: beings who are not rational or autonom-

ous, have no sense of self, time, or language, no beliefs, 

desires, or emotions, and who have neither sensations nor 

perceptions. Paradigm cases of such beings include all 

plant-life,:!. "natural" objects like rocks and water, and 

"artificial" objects - artifacts - like tables and skyscrap-

ers. More difficult, "borderline," cases of nonconscious 

beings include many or most insect species and single and 

multi-celled organisms like paramecia and protozoa. Like 

the affective capacities of those with an incomplete moral 

status and the sentient capacities of a partial status, both 

of which presuppose consciousness, consciousness itself is 

manifested in or evidenced by the way a being behaves, and 

there comes a point - a threshhold - where action becomes 

mere reaction. These borderline cases are difficult because 

of the ambiguity of the activity we are witnessing: is it 

:lCall this a plausible assumption. We will not bother 
to address research which suggests that plants do have a 
mental life. I believe the first such study was Cleve 
Backster, "Evidence of Primary Perception in Plant Life" 
International Journal of parapsychology 10 [1968], p. 329-
348. See also P. Tompkins & C. Bird, The Secret Life Qf 
Plants, Harper & Row: New York, 1973. These researches have 
not been well received by the scientific community. 
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genuine behavior, on the model of willfully raising one's 

arm, or is it a mere automatic ~esponse, on the model of a 

geranium turning toward the sunlight? In the interest of 

clarity, we must here confine our attention to the paradigm 

cases. 

So what could possibly justify movement beyond neuro

centric ethics and attributing moral value to these clear 

cases, affirming nonneurocentric ethics? If this movement 

is accomplished, is it possible to limit the class of those 

with a moral status somewhere short of everything there is? 

We have already ascribed moral value to beings by utilizing 

a wide variety of mental predicates. If we go beyond these 

diverse features of mental lives, aren't we sliding down the 

slippery slope to a brand of profligate "pan-moralism"? Why 

think any of the morally relevant features have been left 

out? 

1. Sentience Reaffirmed 

We noticed in the last chapter that some have thought there 

has been nothing left out, that sentience is the absolute 

end of the matter of moral considerableness. But we might 

wonder exactly what it is that justifies marking this as the 

border separating those with and those without a moral sta

tus. John Rodman worries that expanding the class of beings 
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with a moral status just far enough to include sentient 

life, beyond which nothing is to be morally considered, re-

presents a kind of preemptory bias of the same order as that 

evinced by racists and sexists, the evil of which Peter Sin-

ger uses as a springboard to "Animal Liberation." 

In the end, Singer achieves 'an expansion of our moral hori
zons' just far enough to include most animals, with special 
attention to those categories of animals most appropriate 
for defining the human condition in the years ahead. The 
rest of nature is left in a state of thinghood, having no 
intrinsic worth, acquiring instrumental value only as re
sources for the well-being of an elite of sentient beings ... 
If it would seem arbitrary to a visitor from Mars to find 
one species claiming a monopoly of intrinsic value by virtue 
of its allegedly exclusive possession of reason [orJ free 
will ... , would it not seem almost as arbitrary to find that 
same species claiming a monopoly of intrinsic value for it
self and those species most resembling it ... by virtue of 
their common and allegedly exclusive possession of senti
ence?::!: 

Is sentience "arbitrary" as a moral divide? What rea-

sons can one offer for this crucial cut-off? R.M. Hare 

provides one such reason when he imagines that he is a tree 

and wonders whether he would care what happens to him in 

that case; he thinks that it would not matter in the least 

to him because, as a tree, he "shall have no sentience, and 

therefore no suffering."'" What does that really show about 

sentience as the moral boundary? According to Hare, moral 

2"The Liberation of Nature?" Inquiry 20 [1977J, p. 91. 

:3"Moral Reasoning About the Environment" Journal Q.f 
Applied Philosophy 4 [1987J, p. 7. 
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judgments have universalization built into them: if I say it 

is morally wrong to cut down a tree, I am saying that if I 

were a tree I wouldn't want that to happen to me. However, 

I have no wants as a tree. Moral judgments about non-sen-

tient (nonconscious) beings cannot be universalized and so 

they don't apply.· 

Peter Singer makes essentially the same point and con-

firms Rodman's charge of the (moral) valuelessness of 

"thinghood": 

Suppose that we apply the test of imagining living the life 
of the weed I am about to pullout of my garden. I then have 
to imagine living a life with no conscious experiences at 
all. such a life is a complete blank; I would not in the 
least regret the shortening of this subjectively barren form 
of existence. This test suggests, therefore, that the life 
of a being that has no conscious experiences is of no in
trinsic value.:!.5 

Like Hare, Singer denies that it makes any difference what 

happens to a nonconscious being since we cannot make any 

sense of its own attitude toward those events. Nonconscious 

beings have no perspective which we can (imaginatively) 

adopt for the purposes of moral evaluation: "If a being is 

not capable of suffering, or enjoyment, there is nothing to 

4Hare, p. 8. Hare is here assuming his account of the 
logic of moral language as stated in The Language of Morals 
and Freedom and Reason, both Clarendon Press: Oxford, 1952 
and 1963, respectively. 

~Practical Ethics, Cambridge University Press: Cam
bridge, 1979, p. 92. 
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take into account. 11'3 

Though these remarks mitigate the charge of arbitrari

ness, we can still wonder if there really is nothing to ac

count for in the case of nonconscious beings? Is there no

thing about them that is morally relevant to ascribing them 

a moral status? Does their lack of a mental life really 

prevent us from imagining any morally relevant features 

which figure in our judgments? 

2. Beyond Sentience 

For guidance in answering these questions, we can turn once 

more to some of the moral principles we have assumed as reg

ulating the conduct of moral subjects and consider if these 

principles can be meaningfully applied in the context of a 

being devoid of any and all cognitive or affective states. 

A principle of special importance, as we have seen, is 

'Harming is morally wrong.' This suggests that insofar as 

an entity can be genuinely and meaningfully harmed, there 

will be something about the nature of the being which will 

provide a ground for its moral status. Another moral prin

ciple mentioned before, but which has not played so promi

nent a role in our discussion as the previous one, is 'Con-

eSinger, Animal Liberation, Avon: New York, 1975, p. 
176. 
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sideration and kindness are morally right.' To treat an en

tity with consideration and kindness is to have a thoughtful 

regard for its well-being and a sincere concern for its 

good. Now in order for a moral subject to regard an entity 

in this way, it must be the sort of entity that can have a 

well-being and a good. It will therefore be the features of 

the entity which make the concepts of 'harm,' 'considera

tion,' and 'kindness' applicable that will ground the judg

ment that it has moral value. 

Can nonconscious beings be harmed and treated with 

kindness and consideration? Take harm first; so far, we 

have limited harming to those entities with interests and, 

lacking that, those with sentience, these being what we are 

"taking into account" in our moral jUdgments. In what sense 

can there be harm without these capacities? In this sense: 

any being with a good-of-its-own can be harmed when that 

good is thwarted, impeded, defeated or in some other way 

damaged. The good of an entity is realized when those con

ditions sufficient for its well-being in fact obtain; that 

entity is harmed when those conditions are interfered with 

and prevented from obtaining. We can think of the well-being 

of such an entity in functional terms. Its good will then be 

realized insofar as the entity is functioning at an optimal 

level, that the state of its being is, as measured by its 
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various functions, operating in its most favorable condi-

tion: the good of a being is thus determined by the state of 

these functions.? The specification of a being's good will 

naturally vary according to the kind of entity under consid-

eration and the character of its functions, but insofar as 

there are circumstances which are detriments to those func-

tions, its well-being will be adversely effected and the 

realization of its good will be prevented. This is the sense 

in which such a being can be harmed. 8 

A being with a good-of-its-own is treated considerately 

when those conditions necessary for the realization of its 

good are enhanced, maintained, or at least not interfered 

with, these constituting a benefit to that being which aids 

in the fulfillment of its good. These aids, which consider-

ation of the being produce, are directed toward or at mini-

mum result in the healthy and stable functioning of the be-

ing; this is required if its good is to be achieved. This 

adds up to the view that beings with a good-of-their-own can 

flourish or flounder, exist in a state of health or disease, 

according to the circumstances obtaining around them. Evi-

7This is consistent with the classical Aristotelian 
view of Nichomachean Ethics, especially Book I, 1097-1099. 

8This Aristotelian account is also adopted by Paul 
Taylor in Respect for Nature, Princeton University Press: 
Princeton, NJ, 1986, p. 60-64. Our employments of this 
concept differ radically however, as will become evident. 
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dently, the good of a being can be affected by the actions 

of moral subjects by either supplying or by simply not ob

structing these benefits which augment or perpetuate that 

good, or by providing obstacles which undermine and erode 

that good. This latter notion amounts to a harm to the good 

of a being, while the former amounts to consideration of 

that good. It follows then from these moral princIples which 

apply to the actions of moral subjects that defeating the 

good of a being is morally wrong, while concern for that 

good is morally right. This gives us the inclusion of all 

beings with a good-of-their-own within the class of those 

with a moral status and 'accesses nonneurocentric ethics. 

3. The Moral status of Nonconscious Beings 

What sort of status? As before, we once more have a diminu

tion of morally relevant capacities and an attendent reduc

tion in moral value: there is nothing moral subjects could 

do to nonconscious beings which would frustrate or satisfy 

some desire or provoke some emotion, nor could we possibly 

cause pain to such a being. We can, however, interfere with 

or preserve their good, leaving us with a minimally cogent 

feature which activates some key moral principles and there

by regulates our conduct. Lacking all of the cognitive and 

affective criteria, a being with no mental states to speak 
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of which can nontheless be harmed or benefited, has an 

attenuated moral status and value. The criterion of having 

a good-of-its-own is a fact about the being which warrants 

its considerableness to moral subjects. Like the merely 

sentient, a being with a good-of-its-own is not a rights

holder and so presents a bare claim upon moral subjects that 

its good be considered and counted in moral decision making. 

Its good thus counts, but due to its relative paucity of 

morally relevant capacities, its good does not measure up 

favorably against that of beings with such a good and senti

ence and interests. 

Some may think this differentiation between beings with 

a good-of-their-own and those with interests is no more than 

an unnecessary shuffle, gratuitously creating distinctions 

where none really exist. The objection here is that beings 

with no mental states whatsoever do indeed have interests as 

well as a good, that in fact having a good is identical with 

having interests, so a mental life is not required to be an 

interest-owner. Robin Attfield is one who rejects the no

tion that interests are confined to beings with minds and 

boldly maintains that even nonconscious entities - trees, 
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for example - actually have interests. 9 

Attfield arrives at this conclusion by fir3t latching 

onto Joel Feinberg's mention of "latent tendencie3, direc-

tion of growth, and natural fulfilments" when enumerating 

hi3 own conception of interests. Apparently, Feinberg's use 

of the connective "or" when listing the features which char-

acterize interests suggests to Attfield that Feinberg is 

speaking of these three particular features as "sufficient 

conditions of having interests." Attfield immediately pro-

ceeds to argue that all plants have interests because they 

clearly have these features.1c~ I agree that plants have 

these fe.atures, and I won't dispute whether or not Feinberg 

is offering them as sufficient conditions for interest pos-

session, though there is little evidence for that. Fein-

berg's point is that interests require a "conative life," 

with conations being of a certain mental character; he men-

tions wishes, desires, hopes, aims, and goals.s~ The pro-

';;'''The Good of Trees" Journal 9.i Value Inquiry 15 [1981] 
p. 35-54. See also J.L. Arbor, "Animal Chauvinism, Plant
Regarding Ethics and the Torture of Trees" Australasian 
Journal ~ Philosophy 64 [1986], p. 335-339. 

10Attfleld, p. 39-40. Feinberg's remark is from "The 
Rights of Animals and Unborn Generations" Philosophy !i En
vironmental Crisis, op. cit., p. 49. Feinberg himself iden
tifies having a good-of-its-own and having interests, but 
goes on to argue that plants don't have either (p. 50-51). 

UFeinberg, p. 49. 



204 

blem is that he also includes these latencies, growths, and 

fulfilments as conations when they are not. 'Conation' comes 

from the Latin meaning 'an attempt' and is defined as "the 

conscious drive to perform volitional acts.,,12 If Webster's 

is taken as authoritative, as it usually is, these features 

do not qualify as conations. Attfield assumes that Feinberg 

has gotten this right, and then it follows that plants have 

interests on these grounds. But these are faulty grounds. 

What Attfield has to do to attribute interests to non-

conscious beings is go on and show that interests do not 

require conations. And he does attempt to do this. Citing 

"the Aristotelian principle that the good life for a living 

organism turns on the fulfilment of its nature," a principle 

we have readily adopted to clarify the good of a being, Att-

field then claims this principle suggests that such beings 

have interests. He reformulates the principle in this way: 

Let the 'essential' capacities of an x be capacities in the 
absence of which from most members of a species that species 
would not be the species of x's .... Then the flourishing of x 
entails the development in it of the essential capacities of 
x's .... This principle is also a principle governing the na
ture of good and harm and ... implies that trees can be harmed 
in their own right, and have .. . interests ... . 13 

12Webster's Third New International Dictionary, G. & C. 
Merriam: Springfield, MA, 1976. 

13Attfield, p. 42-43. 
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Why is it exactly that this principle implies that such be

ings have interests? Attfield seems to be accepting the po

sition that a being cannot be harmed or benefited unless it 

has interests; since plants can indeed flourish or flounder 

according to how their "essential capacities" are effected, 

he thinks this must mean that they have interests. But why 

should we accept that? 

Whereas an etymological glance at the concept of 'harm' 

justified our extending the notion beyond interests, the 

same sort of look at the concept of 'interest' suggests its 

restriction to the mental. Like 'harm,' 'interest' has Mid

dle English roots, in this case meaning 'concern' or 'pre

judice,' terms that could not literally be predicated of 

mindless beings, but could only be used metaphorically, po

etically. It is much more appropriate, and accurate, to 

speak of the needs of beings without minds; those require

ments are the building blocks of their good, and to obstruct 

or interfere with those needs being met is to harm these en

tities. There is no reason to go on and attribute interests 

to nonconscious beings in order to ensure that they can be 

legitimately harmed and benefited. 

Nor should this tempt us to suppose that "artificial" 

objects14 - artifacts - will have a moral status because 

:l"""Natural" objects will be discussed below. 
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"needs" of artifacts are assigned to them according to the 

functions we assign to them, what we want them to do. Of 

course, we do say that a squeaky hinge needs oil, or the car 

needs a tune-up, but a full specification of wh~t we mean 

must include the fact that our interest in doors that move 

quietly or cars that run smoothly is served by this main

tenance. The "needs" of a door or a car a:::e met when and 

only when they function in a manner which we find desirable 

or beneficial to us; it does not make sense to say that a 

door or a car in itself is benefited. In contrast, the needs 

of a tree are completely independent of our interests and 

concerns, it has no point or function given to it by us: a 

tree needs sunlight, water, and a certain chemical compo

sition of soil and air if its own good is to be achieved, 

whether or not it se~ves any purposes of ours. Only a being 

with a good-of-its-own has needs-of-its-own. 

4. Attenuated Moral status and Value 

So which beings do have a good-of-their-own? All those be

ings whose own good can be helped or hindered, with this 

cashed out in terms which are confined to the nature of 

their natural functions and the general states of that en-
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tity alone. A simple and useful test for such beings has 

been provided by Paul Taylor. He writes that we can tell 

whether or not some entity has a good-of-its-own by asking 

... whether it makes sense to speak of what is good or bad 
for the thing in question. If we can say, truly or falsely, 
that something is good for an entity, or bad for it, without 
reference to any other entity, then the entity has a good of 
its own.1~ 

This test is useful not only as an identification technique 

but it also allows us to finally distinguish between those 

beings with a moral status and those without it, between 

those beings with moral value and those with none. This is 

in effect to place the limits of ethics at the level of the 

good of a being. Only a being with a good-of-its-own can be 

genuinely harmed or helped: this is just to say that that 

being can be harmed or helped. 

Once more, this should not tempt us to include arti-

facts within this class. As with their "needs," a Porsche, 

a Picasso, and a palace have no good-of-their-own; what is 

good for these objects is only good according to how it 

serves our interests in them. This means that what is good 

"for them" is strictly speaking not good for them, it is 

good for meeting the standards and purposes we have assigned 

to objects of these various sorts. We can say that regular 

inspections by a qualified mechanic are good for the Por-

1~Taylor, Respect for Nature, op. cit., p. 61. 
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sche, or dim light and a glass plate are good for the Picas

so, but when we say these things we are speaking elliptic

ally: at the core of these judgments, ultimately, we are 

making reference to the owner's interest in the peak perfor

mance of his car, or the art aficionado's interest in the 

condition of the painting. If we eliminate all such inter-

ests, purposes, and standards, just what are we referring to 

in talking about 'The good of the Taj Mahal'? For these 

reasons, machines, works of art, buildings, and all arti

facts generally cannot themselves be harmed or benefited. 

Conversely, eliminate all interest and human purpose in poi

son ivy, for example, and we can still perfectly well under

stand the conditions under which its own good can be en

hanced or defeated as its own functions are perpetuated or 

obstructed. This is what Taylor means with the crucial 

clause "without reference to any other entity" when testing 

for a good-of-its-own; artifacts do not pass this test. The 

extent of moral concern reaches only so far as this good can 

be sensibly applied. 

This includes "natural" objects as well. A cloud, a 

cliff, or a cavern has no more of a good-of-its-own than any 

human artifact. Rocks and rivers have no well-being that can 

be helped or hurt by any moral subject. Sand dunes and soils 

do not flourish or flounder according to their own standards 
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and functions, nor are they plausibly ever regarded as heal-

thy or diseased. Of course, natural objects are often, and 

in some cases usually or even always, associated with or are 

inseparable from beings who do have a good-of-their-own. 

Waters teem with diatoms and protozoa, creatures whose wel-

fare is subject to many factors, rocks are often covered 

with lichen and moss which can live no where else and either 

wither or thrive there, and even the dirt itself is far from 

lifeless. Edward O. Wilson writes of the "miniature wilder-

ness" contained in a single scoop of soil: 

The abundance of organisms increases downward, accord
ing to size, like layers in a pyramid. The handful of soil 
and litter is home for dozens of insects, mites, nematode 
worms, and other small invertebrates, most of which are just 
visible to the naked eye. There are also about a million 
fungi and ten billion bacteria, mostly microscopic. Each of 
the species has a distinct life cycle fitted to a portion of 
the micro-environment in which it thrives .... ~S 

This paragraph clearly indicates what is characteristic 

of beings with a good-of-their-own, beings which "thrive": 

they are all living creatures. At the extreme, it is life 

which marks the crucial moral divide. We have arrived then 

at biocentric ethics as the correct ethical system, and its 

entity-specific principle as the most rationally preferable: 

~SBiophilia, Harvard University Press: Cambridge, MA, 
1984, p. 13-14. There are many different soil types and the 
biological richness of the sample Wilson describes should 
not be taken as typical or representative of soils general
ly. He seems to be thinking here of a latosol, which is 
characteristic of humid tropical and equatorial regions. 
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'All living things have a moral status and value, I a status 

and value which is in accord with and grounded in the sort 

of thing it is. The nematode worm, the microscopic bacter

ia, the dandelion, and the redwood tree have an attenuated 

moral status and value in virtue of their having a good-of

their-own: they can flourish or flounder, be harmed or bene

fited. The house fly, the cactus wren, the sguawfish have a 

partial moral status and value in virtue of having this good 

and sentience: their harm and benefit is a function of their 

good and their sensations. The cow, the pig, the deer and 

the dog have an incomplete moral status and value grounded 

in their good and a complicated affective life: combinations 

and integrations of sentience, beliefs, desires, and emo

tions. Finally, human persons have a complete moral status 

and value founded on the accumulation of a good-of-their-own 

and a variety of affective capacities and the intricate and 

multifarious cognitive capacities of rationality, indexical

ity, language, and others. 

Morality then, and life, is as complex and hierarchical 

as that handful of dirt, and can be readily likened to an 

inverted "Valuational Pyramid." The various categories of 

moral status and their respective degrees of value thus oc

cupy valuationally descending (and numerically ascending) 

levels, with a complete status at the topmost base and an 
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attenuated status at the downward pointing apex. The posi-

tions of these levels on the Pyramid, according to the den-

sity of that part of the structure, represent the relative 

value weights of those beings ensconsed at that level. The 

position of any given being on this upside down Pyramid is a , 

function of and identified by the morally relevant features 

it happens to possess. This metaphor, its levels, features, 

and exemplars are depicted in Figure 3 on the next page, 

providing a visual overview of moral status and value as 

presented in this investigation. 

5. Moral Adjudication 

The inverted Valuational Pyramid provides schematic guidance 

to unde~standing how the inevitable clashes that arise be-

tween beings with a moral status may be reasonably approach-

ed and fairly adjudicated. A genuine moral conflict may be 

of two sorts: 17 [lJ the incompatibility of the interests 

and/or good of moral subjects with those of nonhuman and/or 

nonconscious moral objects; [2J such an incompatibility be-

17There is of course a third type of moral conflict, 
namely, conflicts between moral subjects. As I mentioned in 
chapter four, this sort of problem, though impo~tant, is 
outside our purview here. 
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tween moral objects which is mediated by moral subjects.~8 

Now these conflicts will not be convincingly settled in the 

abstract, antecedently to the particular case, nor are they 

to be dealt with formularistically. The best we can do, in 

a general sense, is provide sign posts and suggestions, to 

indicate with some examples the sort of route that will be 

helpful for the treating the problems we need to solve. 

We have already dealt in some detail with a conflict of 

the first sort involving the killing and eating of nonhuman 

animals. We are now in a position to complete the Moral Ar-

gument for vegetarianism and account more fully for the im-

plicit assumption made by most vegetarians that although 

killing and eating animals is morally wrong, killing and 

eating plants is not. The attenuated moral status of a plant 

means that it occupies the narrow tip of the pyramid and in-

dicates that its bare claim on moral subjects is correspond-

ingly weaker, and considerably weaker in many cases, than 

the valid claims made on the part of the animals commonly 

consumed, who occupy the denser valuational regions above 

them. A being with only a good-of-its-own has a diminished 

18A conflict between the interests and/or good of moral 
objects becomes a moral conflict only when a moral subject 
determines which party to the conflict has the stronger 
claim on the subject to intervene in favor of one or the 
other. Absent the subject's agency, there is no question of 
which object morally ought to prevail or what would be fair. 
We will see an example of this situation in chapter seven. 
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- attenuated - moral value compared with beings more heavily 

laden with the relevant capacities: this is what makes it 

morally worse to kill an animal than to kill a plant and 

justifies eating the latter rather than the former when the 

welfare interes~s of moral subjects are at stake. However, 

we should realize that most plants used for food are not in 

fact killed in the first place or are not perennial species; 

in most cases r only the fruits and flowers are harvested at 

the end of an annual life-cycle or the parent plant is left 

to flourish again next year. This fact intensifies the mor

al condemnation of meat-eating since human welfare interests 

can be met without harming or killing anything at all. 

But if a being with an attenuated moral status has this 

minimal, attenuated moral value and has a bare claim on mor

ral subjects, then a subject who harms an insect, or a patch 

of fungi, or a virus, by defeating its good, is doing some

thing morally wrong. This consequence will strike some as 

untenable since it seems to make wrongdoing unavoidable and 

ubiquitous. It is true that the status of these organisms, 

as identified by the feature of good-of-its-own, places a 

moral constraint on those to whom such restrictions apply; 

however, we must remember that, like all such constraints, 

the wrongness of these violations can be overridden. We 

have already seen, in chapter four, how the welfare inter-
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eets of subjects - a complete moral status - overrides the 

like interests of beings with an incomplete moral status. 

This was so because the comparative weight of the subject's 

claims, as measured by the bulk of morally relevant cogni

tive and affective criteria on her side and grounding her 

degree of moral value, tips the balance in her favor. We 

saw as well how close is the tie between welfare interests 

and some representative moral principles. Now if this is so, 

the welfare interests of subjects will a fortiori override 

any harm caused to beings which have no interests - provid

ed, once more, that those welfare interests are indeed at 

stake. 

More problematic are those cases where the welfare in

terests of moral subjects are not at stake, and those cases 

where the interests at stake are not clearly of the welfare 

type. These cases may be as mundane as pulling weeds from 

one's yard or as dramatic as constructing a freeway or mu

seum. The central difficulty is this: if beings with an at

tenuated moral status have no interests, why may not any in

terest of subjects, welfare or not, override their good? 

Again, we must beware of abstractions removed from particu

lar instances and the variety of aspects that obtain, pecul

iar to that circumstance. We have no algorithms or moral 

formulas to apply mechanically: the variables are too di-
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verse for that. However, we can say something about the 

typology of subjects' interests, their clashes with the good 

of nonconscious beings, and the role of the moral principles 

already specified which will help clarify this problem. 

In the construction of a road, for example, or a muse

um, subdivision or shopping mall, effects will vary accord

ing to the location, but it is sife to assume that the good 

of some, or many, nonconscious beings will be significantly 

harmed by this activity: it is virtually impossible to build 

anything without destroying some life-forms. Now it may be 

the case ~hat such construction is intimately connected 

with, or plays a major role in moral subjects' welfare in

terests. If we take such interests to include the political 

and social liberty that highways facilitate and perpetuate, 

or the cultural and indeed global identification and defini

tion that museums and libraries are signatures of, or the 

economic well-being and material and even spiritual fulfill

ment that homes and stores provide, then the bare claims of 

those with an attenuated status could be plausibly overrid

den. The case would have to be made for that, according to 

the facts of that particular circumstance, a case showing 

the intimate contact and correspondence such projects would 

make with subjects' basic welfare. 
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On the other hand, if what is at stake are not the wel

fare interests of humans but non-basic, peripheral inter

ests, then the case for human priority becomes much less 

compelling. If such projects are undertaken for human con

venience, or to maintain a profligate lifestyle, or as a 

political pork barrel, or to create desires for non-essen

tial consumer goods where none previously existed, then it 

is substantially less likely that these interests will 

override the bare claims of nonconscious beings. Why is 

that? Beings with an attenuated moral status are entities 

possessed of moral value, distinct individuals pursuing 

their own ends. Those ends, and their good, constitute their 

basic well-being and is analogous to, though of a lesser mo

ral value than, the welfare interests of those with a com

plete and incomplete moral status. It is at this level of 

basic well-being and welfare that the moral principles we 

have assumed as regulating the conduct of moral subjects are 

primarily and most importantly operative: harm, exploita

tion, coercion, consideration, kindness, respect (and pos

sibly others) and their attendant moral coordinates of wrong 

and right, blame and praise, are activated and engaged with

in this personal and individual dimension. This means that 

insofar as the peripheral interests of subjects do not im

portantly involve these criteria, while the good of noncon-
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scious beings which is in conflict with these interests 

does, those human concerns will fail to be overriding. 

To illustrate this, consider a case with which we open-

ed this discussion in the Introduction: the construction of 

an astrophysical complex on a local mountaintop in southern 

Arizona. To complete this project, many Engelmann spruce and 

subalpine fir trees will have tQ be destroyed.~9 Since trees 

have a good-of-their-own, they have an attenuated moral sta-

tus which presents a bare claim to moral subjects that their 

good be weighed and considered. The pertinent questions that 

need to be addressed in this conflict are, among others: Do 

the human interests in this complex justify defeating the 

good of these trees? That is, are those interests as clear-

ly and closely tied to the central moral principles concern-

ing harm, exploitation, kindness, and respect as the main-

tenance and flourishing of the good of those trees so obvi-

ously is? How important to basic human welfare is the in-

formation to be garnered from this observatory? Is such 

information attainable in less harmful contexts? What pre-

cisely is at stake here? 

If we should find that what is at stake is primarily 

19The moral object of greatest concern has actually 
been a certain subspecies of squirrel, but projections of 
the consequences of development for the squirrel have ranged 
to everything from extinction to population increases. No 
one disputes that some hundreds of trees will be killed. 
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institutional prestige or to constructively occupy the time 

of academic personnel, or that earth-bound telescopes are 

obsolete, then the case for destruction is not a good one. 

Similarly, if the justification of the development turns on 

the fact that some people find astronomy worth pursuing for 

its own sake, that is, they find such knowledge to be "in

trinsically valuable" apart from any benefit it provides to 

human welfare, then the justification is inadequate. Since 

the development is admittedly without tangible human bene

fit, it makes no contact with such crucial concepts as harm 

or respect, as embodied in the relevant moral principles, 

while the effects of a chain-saw on the health and flourish

ing of trees clearly do. 

On the other hand, if what matters here is in fact vi

tal knowledge concerning the health and flourishing of our 

species, and others, or the success or failure of individ

uals' personal careers, or some great advance in understand

ing the universe that will redound to some substantial human 

benefit, then we may well morally justify proceeding. Once 

again, the case would have to be made for that, according to 

the facts obtaining in that particular situation, demonstra

ting that the interests involved are removed from the peri

pheryand importantly engage the core of well-being. 
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This is a reminder that, as before, we must be cautious 

and acknowledge the exigencies and vagaries of distinct cir

cumstances, which can be, and often are, terribly complicat

ed and capricious. An esoteric elevation from the particu

lar case can be more obscurantist than clarificatory. Never

theless, the above remarks and example do supply some prac

tical guidance by directing our attention to the relevant, 

and crucial, factors that need to be accounted for when such 

conflicts arise between moral subjects and the other living 

beings populating the natural world. We need to character

ize the subjects' interests involved in a given situation as 

peripheral or welfare, the relation of these interests to 

the central and fundamental moral principles regulating 

their conduct, and determine how the actualization of those 

interests will impact on the individual lives of the other 

moral beings effected. 

The picture of the moral adjudication of conflicts 

arising between moral subjects and moral objects painted 

here faces a formidable challenge in its reliance on de

grees of moral value. Also, drawing the borders of moral 

status at life - biocentric ethics - must meet the challen

ges of those who would regard some or all nonconscious, non

living beings as having a moral status - ecocentric ethics. 

In our final chapter, we will meet these two challenges. 
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chapter seven: ECOCENTRIC AND EGALITARIAN 

There are two main directions from which our conclusions 

about moral status and value and their implications for the 

adjudication of conflicts between moral subjects and moral 

objects can be contested. First, to finally address the ob

jection raised way back in chapter two, it will be maintain

ed that limiting a moral status to living beings is unduly 

narrow because nonliving components of the earth's ecosystem 

are also members of the moral community. This is to claim 

that a biocentric ethic does not represent a complete solu

tion to our first problem of the identity of beings with a 

moral status, that we need a nonanthropocentric ethic of the 

"thickest" sort: ecocentric ethics. Secondly, and relatedly, 

the inegalitarian scheme of ascribing differential moral 

value to entities according to their capacities will be re

jected because, on the contrary, any specifically moral val

ue does not come in degrees. 

1. Ecocentric Ethics 

Ecocentric ethics presents an ecologically-based, communi

tar ian-style morality. As such, nonliving natural objects, 

which are nonetheless components of earth's ecosystems, are 

included within the borders of a very expansive "moral com-
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munity." We have already explicitly rejected the idea that 

rocks, soils, clouds, waters, caves, or any "mere thing" 

(natural or artifactual) has any claim whatever upon moral 

subjects. Since such objects have no good-of-their-own, no 

sentience, desires, or emotions, no rationality, indexical-

ity, temporality, or any other cognitive capacity, they do 

not have any feature which moral subjects could possIbly 

consider in regulating their conduct and they could not pos-

sibly be harmed or benefited. For ecocentric ethics, all 

this just means that I have missed the point. 

The point is to be derived from the lessons of ecology, 

whose most fundamental proposition is the interconnectedness 

of all things. Each component of a properly functioning 

ecosystem - living or nonliving - is part of a balanced and 

integrated whole, and it is the sum total of the interrela-

tionships among the various elements of the "biotic commun-

ity" - the ecosystem - that are crucial in maintaining the 

health and well-being of that community, not the individual 

elements. i On this conception, moral activity is ultimately 

directed toward the health and well-being of the community 

in which that activity occurs, and thus the moral community 

becomes indistinguishable from the sum and substance of the 

iSee Donald Worster, Nature's EconomY, Anchor Books: 
Garden City, NY, 1979, for a good history of ecology and 
summation of its "lessons." 
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entire ecosystem. And of course any viable ecosystem must 

include at least some nonliving natural objects. 

The most widely acclaimed and influential representa-

tive, indeed the progenitor of this particular ethical genre 

is Aldo Leopold's "land ethic."~ Probably the most impor-

tant feature of Leopold's ecocentric ethic is its novel, 

even radical, concept of the constituents of the moral com-

munity: "the land ethic simply enlarges the boundaries of 

the community to include soils, waters, plants, and animals, 

or collectively: the land."8 

Leopold does not specifically mention any other nonliv-

ing natural objects besides soils and waters as being moral-

ly considerable in virtue of their membership in the moral 

community,4 nor does he make any distinction between moral 

subjects and moral objects. But let's loan our conception 

of this community - the aggregation of all moral subjects 

2For ecology/communi tar ian ethics spun-off from the 
land ethic, but which have not (not yet anyway) garnered 
similar legions of disciples and detractors, see Bill Devall 
and George Sessions, Deep Ecology, Gibbs Smith: Salt Lake 
City, 1985 and Holmes Rolston, Environmental Ethics, Temple 
University Press: Philadelphia, 1989. 

~~ Sand County Almanac, Oxford University Press: New 
York, 1949, p. 204. Leopold originally articulated this 
vie' .... in "The Conservation Ethic" Journal 21. Forestry 31 
(1933), p. 641. 

4Rolston does in Environmental Ethics, op. cit., p. 
199-200, 223, 225, for example. 
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and moral objects - and the differences between them to the 

land ethic, and assume that Leopold is not ~uggesting that 

soils and waters have a complete moral status. Leopold's 

normative theory is essentially crystallized in these two 

sentences: "A thing is right when it tends to preserve the 

integrity, stability, and beauty of the [moral] community. 

It is wrong when it tends othenvise. ",,;,; It is clear then 

that he must mean to include all manner of nonliving natural 

objects as moral objects, insofar as the actIons of moral 

subjects toward them can affect the integrity, stabIlity, 

and beauty of the moral community. 

Leopold also does not point out, as I did in the last 

chapter, that in fact nonliving natural objects are often or 

even always associated with living things: utterly lifeless 

dirt and water are rather rare, globally speaking. If a body 

of water or plot of soil contains living things, the water 

or the soil will be morally relevant, in the sense of being 

pertinent to the forming of a moral judgment concerning be-

ings who do have a moral status: for example, that it would 

be morally wrong to dump the old motor oil in the stream be-

cause it would harm the fish. But on my view, soils, waters, 

~':;Leopold, p. 224-225. He actually says "biotic" com
munity here, but since the whole point of ecocentric ethics 
is to identify the moral community with the biotic one, the 
two are supposAd to be coextensive. 



225 

etc., have no moral status, they have no moral significance 

in the sense of being themselves the object of moral action 

on the part of moral subjects: motor oil does not (cannot) 

harm the stream itself. Thus, a plot of sailor a body of 

water has no moral value in itself; this is precisely what 

Leopold denies. 6 

2. The Argument for Ecocentric Ethics 

I have argued for the moral status of all living things on 

the basis of a wide range of capacities, warranting various 

degrees of moral value. I have also given reasons as to pre-

cisely why life marks the limits of moral concern. Against 

this, what is the counter-argument in favor of moving beyond 

life-forms to morally include (at least some) nonliving com-

ponents of earth's ecosystems? Clearly, such an argument 

cannot appeal to any capacities of any beings - living or 

nonliving - to qualify them as members of the moral com-

munity, as I have done, because nonliving natural ~bjects 

have no capacities.? 

-Leopold, p. 223. 
"philosophical sense," 
sense. 

He speaks here of value in the 
meaning intrinsic value in a moral 

?Ecocentric ethics could, I suppose, appeal to certain 
capacities for living things, to morally qualify them, and 
other criteria for nonliving things. But then it would seem 
difficult to avoid the differentials in moral value that 
ecocentric ethics denies (see next section). It might also 
in that case be difficult to maintain an ethic based on eco-
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The case for ecocentric ethics, offered by Leopold, 

seems to be this: 

[1] Ethical relations arise from interdependent indi-

viduals engaging in modes of cooperative behavior.-

[2] Interdependent individuals relating to one another 

in this way form a moral community.g 

[3] Humans, animals, plants, waters, soils, and other 

nonliving natural objects are interdependent.~o 

[4] Therefore, all in [3] are members of a moral com-

munity. 

[1] is a highly contentious premise asserted by Leopold 

basically without argument. But according to J. Baird Cal-

licott, "Leopold's conception of an ethic ... and his under-

standing of the origin of ethics ... lies, quite clearly, 

squarely within the tradition of biological thought about 

ethics that began with Darwin"~i and indeed, Callicott con-

tinues, Leopold actually "patterned his own concept of 

logy since it is unclear what these individual capacities 
would have to do with maintaining healthy ecosystems. 

8Leopold, p. 202. 

9Leopold, p. 203-204. 

~OA suppressed premise, distilled from p. 205-207; see 
also "The Conservation Ethic," op. cit., p. 635-637. 

UI.!l Defense 2l. the Land Ethic, state University of New 
York Press: Albany, 1988, p. 118. 
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[ethics] on Charles Darwin's discussion of the evolution of 

ethics in The Descent of Man .... ,,~~2 Callicott writes at 

some length, describing the Darwinian account of ethics and 

arguing for its profound influence on Leopold. 13 However, 

it is not altogether easy to generate the crucial notions of 

"interdependence" and "cooperation" from the Darwinian e:<-

planation. 

Briefly, Darwin maintained that the "moral sense" ini-

tially developed out of the feelings of affection that exist 

between parents and their offspring. He thought "the social 

instinct" or "the feeling of pleasure from society" results 

from the expansion and generalization of this affection to 

unrelated individuals. The mechanism behind these feelings 

and their subsequent extension is natural selection: "With 

those ... which were benefited by living in close association, 

the individuals which took the greatest pleasure in society 

would best escape various dangers, whilst those that cared 

least for their comrades, and lived solitary, would perish 

in greater numbers. ,,1'~ Crucial among these naturally selec-

12Callicott, p. 53. 

18Callicott, p. 79-81, 148-149, for example. 

~<f'The Descent Qf Man and Selection in Relation to Sex, 
A.L. Fowle: New York, 1874, p. 107. Darwin is actually 
talking about "animals [which] were in the first place 
rendered social" (p. 106) in this context. 
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ted social instincts, for Darwin, is the "all-important emo-

tion of sympathy," because "those communities, which in-

cluded the greatest number of sympathetic members, would 

flourish best, and rear the greatest number of offspring. "L~'~; 

There doesn't seem to be very much about the affection 

a parent feels for her off-spring, the security one enjoys 

from living in a group instead of alone, and the sympathy 

one feels when others experience misfortunes, that is sug-

gestive of either interdependence or cooperation. A parent 

is not dependent on her child and the child does not engage 

in a cooperative relationship with her, an individual can 

find safety in numbers without making any significant con-

tribution to the group, and people's sympathy toward others 

is not contingent upon and usually exists in the absence of 

any sort of reciprocal exchange between them whatever. Dar-

win does not appear to be a particularly strong ally for 

Leopold here. :I..:;; 

1~Darwin, p. 107-108. 

:l.
6 There is in fact little or no direct evidence that 

Leopold was influenced by Darwin in this regard. Curt 
Meine's very comprehensive biography of Leopold (AIda Leo
pold: His Life and Work, University of Wisconsin Press: 
Madison, 1988) mentions Darwin only six times: of these few 
references, none has anything to do with morality in gener
al, the evolution of morality in particular, or The Descent 
2-t Man. 



229 

That notwithstanding, we can assume [1] is true and 

this will still not be of any service to ecocentric ethics. 

First of all, it follows from [1] that individuals who are 

unable to engage in modes of cooperation or are not partici

pants in interdependencies cannot have any part in moral re

lationships. This lets out human fetuses, infants, the men

tally dysfunctional of all sorts, and the comatose (irrever

sible and otherwlse). And certainly many of the elderly and 

the chronically ill and diseased of any age may be capable 

of modes of cooperation, but they could not meaningfully be 

enlisted in relations of interdependence. These individuals, 

in one way or another, are obviously totally dependent upon 

us, "normal" humans, but it is difficult to see how we could 

possibly be dependent upon them. But I take it that "inter

dependency" is precisely the relation of mutual dependence 

that is lacking here. In that case, it follows from [2] that 

all these individuals are not members of the moral commun

ity. A moral position which would include water and soil 

within the moral community but exclude children, the senile, 

and others is very difficult to even take seriously, let 

alone be regarded as plausible. 

However, are natural objects really included? What is 

worse, at least for the purposes of the land ethic, than 

locking out humans few if any take to be excluded, is the 
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difficulty of understanding how these mutual dependencies 

could possibly exist between humans and plants, animals, 

waters, and soils in the first place. Clearly, we humans 

depend, for our very survival, upon a wide variety of ani-

mals, plants, water and so on. Certainly our dependence on 

a specific chemical composition of the air itself is as im-

portant as any of these, but neither Leopold himself nor any 

other proponent of ecocentric ethics that I am aware of ever 

mentions the atmosphere as part of the moral community.~7 

But the real point is that outside of a few dozen domesti-

cated plant and animal species, which ecocentrists delight 

in denigrating anyway,1m I don't see how anything in the 

natural world is dependent upon humans at all. Paul Taylor 

sums up this point neatly: 

Given the total, absolute, and final disappearance of 
Homo sapiens, then, not only would the Earth's Community of 
Life continue to exist but in all probability its well-being 
would be enhanced. Our presence, in short, is not needed. 
And if we were to take the standpoint of that Life Community 
and give voice to its true interest, the ending of the human 
epoch on Earth would most likely be greeted with a hearty 
"Good riddance!""3 

17Ro l s ton does mention clouds several times in Environ
mental Ethics, op. cit., but never in a way which states or 
suggests that they have any sort of moral status. 

18For example Callicott, p. 30-35. 

19Resoect for Nature, op. cit., p. 115. 

---'-- --... 
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The final and most devastating problem for the argument 

for ecocentric ethics is that the conclusiun [4J doeu not 

follow from (1)-[3). To do so (3) must be amended to read 

"Humans, animals, etc. are interdependent and engage in 

modes of cooperation." Now we could attempt to supply this 

missing clau~e and interpret "cooperation," not in the or

dinary deliberative and intentional sense which would clear

ly exclude all nonhuman and nonconscious beings, but in 

terms of the mechanical and technical concept of "symbioses" 

that Leopold evidently prefers,~D and validly generate the 

conclusion. But since the "cooperation" from which ethical 

relations arise is employed in premise (1) in the delibera

tive and intentional sense and not in the symbiotic sense of 

premise (3), the argument then commits a fallacy of equivo

cation and is therefore not valid after all. In any case, 

it is still obvious that there are countless plant and ani

mal species, billions of tons of soil, acre-feet of water, 

and cubic meters of air, and millions of square miles of 

rock and mountain which have no symbiotic relation to humans 

at all. They would therefore not be included in the moral 

community as Leopold sees it, though they are still indis

putably a part of the ecosystem. Yet the two are supposed 

to be coextensive. This argument for ecocentric ethics thus 

~OLeopold, p. 202. 
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fails and we have not been given a convincing case to move 

beyond a biocentric ethic. 

3. Egalitarian Ethics 

Neither "interdependence" nor "cooperation" provide allY rea-

son to believe that nonliving natural objects are to be in-

cluded in the moral community, but ecocentric ethIcs poses 

another challenge to our account. Placing human persons at 

the top of a Valuational pyramid will be regarded as envi-

ronmentally naive in much the same way the exclusion of 

soils, waters, etc., was regarded. Ecology once again 

preaches that since the overall health and stability of an 

ecosystem is dependent on all the various elements function-

ing properly, fulfilling their ecological roles, no one ele-

ment is any more important than any other. It was reflec-

tions of this nature which moved Leopold to write that the 

human species is a "plain member and citizen" of the moral 

community, "only a member of a biotic team."~~ 

It is not entirely clear what exactly Leopold means by 

this, but apparently he is expressing a fundamental notion 

of equality which governs relations among all the "citizens" 

of the moral community. He seems to be saying that humans 

'-:;:1'Leopold, p. 204-205. See also p. 109: " ... men are 
only fellow-voyagers with other creatures in the odyssey of 
evolution." 
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are not ethically privileged, that our membership in the 

community carries no moral priority, that our interests do 

not take precedence simply because they are ours. For some, 

"plain membership" Idl:!ntifies the land ethic as an "egall-

tar ian ecosystem ethic,,,22 incorporating a principle of 

"hyper-egalitarianism" which is a natural development of 

western liberalism. 28 

The problem with this "hyper-egalitarianism" can be 

seen most clearly once it is combined with the communitarian 

element of the land ethic, that right and wrong are measured 

by the criteria of "the integrity, stability, and beauty" of 

the moral community as a whole. If we grant that the human 

species is on a moral par with the rest of the components of 

the ecosystem, and accept that right and wrong actions are 

indeed to be measured according to their contributions to 

the "integrity, stability, and beauty" of the moral commun-

ity as a whole, we then generate an ethic which seems to 

issue in some patently immoral conclusions. After all, if 

human interests have no special importance, if our goal Is 

maintaining this biotic-moral community, wouldn't this re-

quire us to start eliminating sources of environmental de-

22Bill Devall & George Sessions, Deep Ecology, op. 
cit., p. 84. 

23Ca llicott, p. 16. 
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gradation? And aren't these sources in fact human beings? 

Since human overpopulation is the almost exclusive cause of 

the deterioration of this community,24 and humans have no 

privileged position when it comes to the health of the land, 

the land ethic seems to be enjoining genocide, at the ex-

treme, and certainly the selective culling of humans is cal-

led for.2~ The bleakness of this interpretation of the 

equality and normativity of the land ethic has been noticed 

by James Heffernan: 

On this interpretation, then, feeding starving peoples on 
the African Sahel would be wrong precisely insofar as their 
continued existence leads to deterioration of the ecosystems 
they inhabit through their practices of wood gathering and 
dung burning. Agriculture, except of the most primitive 
kind, would be wrong precisely insofar as cultivation threa
tens the integrity and stability of wild ecosystems. Indeed, 
almost the only right actions on this interpretation of Leo
pold's principle[sl would be the cessation of most human 
projects and setting up wilderness preserves. 26 

Callicott, for one, assures us that we are not to wor-

ry, that this ecosystemic egalitarianism and emphasis on the 

biotic community as a whole does not mean that " ... we are 

~~For the sordid details, see Paul R. & Anne H. Ehrlich 
The Population Explosion, Simon & Schuster: New York, 1990. 

~=And mandatory birth control would have to be enforced 
out of concern for the environmental impact of future popu
lations. Enforced birth control, which has its own ethical 
problems, would not in itself be sufficient to restore land 
health since the inordinate numbers of humans existing now 
are causing terrible environmental degradation now. 

2';"The Land Ethic: A Critical Appraisal" Environmental 
Ethics 4 [1982], p. 243. 
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relieved of the attendant and correlative responsibilities 

of membership [in the human community], among them to re

spect universal human rights and to uphold the principles of 

individual human worth and dignity~; ~the Innd ethic neither 

replaces nor overrides~ these responsibilities. 27 

This, however, is precisely the trouble: our responsi

bilities to other humans and our general concern for human 

welfare constantly come into conflict with land health. 

Given that, and the ~hyper-egalitarianism~ of the land 

ethic, how are we to go about resolving these conflicts? 

Heffernan's reference to the Sahel underscores the problem; 

the indigenous peoples of this arid strip of sub-Saharan 

Africa, girding the continent, have been victimized by both 

natural and political forces. Influxes of foreign economic 

aid in the 1950s and '60s to the newly independent African 

nations of the Sahel produced urban and agricultural expan

sion, along with significant population increases, which re

quired many new wells to be punched through to the aquifer. 

Eurdgeoning numbers of domesticated animals congregate about 

the wells, denuding the vegetation anywhere in the vicinity, 

a process hastened by humans in their endless search for 

firewood and the construction of new towns. The result is 

that topsoil blows away or is plastered over and, aided by 

~7callicott, p. 93. 
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endemic droughts, crops fail or never get started: pervasive 

starvation reigns.~·9 Now to help these starving peoples to 

keep going would only exacerbate ecological deterioration; 

the solution to restoring environmental health, the apparent 

summum bonum of the land ethic, is clearly a compelled and 

enforced reduction in the numbers of humans presently using 

the land. So how is that to be accomplished? And how is 

that to be accomplished while simultaneously respecting 

their rights and "uphold[ing theirJ individual human worth 

and dignity"? 

Callicott tells us that " . .. to hunt and kill a white-

tailed deer in certain districts may not only be ethically 

permissible, it might actually be a moral requirement, ne-

cessary to protect the local environment, taken as a whole, 

from the disintegrating effects of a cervid population ex-

plosion. ,,:.::.~ This situation looks pretty closely analogous 

2GlFor details, see William S. Ellis, "Africa's Sahel: 
The Stricken Land" National Geographic 172 [1987J, p. 140-
179. 

29Ca llicott, p. 21. Note the reference to a single 
deer. It is ecologically naive to suggest that killing just 
one deer would have any effect whatever on a ecosystem de
graded by overpopUlation. More likely some dozens or even 
hundreds would have to be killed. The infamous case of a 
population eruption on the Kaibab Plateau of northern Ari
zona in the 1920's saw thousands of deer destroyed before 
that ecosystem was restabilized. For details, see John P. 
RUSSO, The North Kaibab Deer Herd, Wildlife Bulletin 7 
[19671, Arizona Fish and Game Department. 
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to the one involving the humans of the Sahel. If the human 

species has no special moral status when it comes to land 

health, why may it not actually be a moral requirement to 

hunt and kill these humans which are causing environmental 

disintegration? The land ethic seems to have no answer to 

this question but acquiescence. Though we may appreciate and 

even be amused by the misanthropic sentiment of someone like 

Edward Abbey when he says he'd rather kill a man than a 

snake,30 a moral duty to kill humans whose actions are eco-

logically debilitative is so wildly inconsistent with what 

most of us take to be morally required as to be dismissable 

out of hand. 

To underscore how untenable the land ethic really is, 

consider the case of rain forest destruction in the Amazon 

basin. The great trees are not being chopped down willy-

nilly, just for the hell of it. The rain forest is disap-

pearing in large part because Brazil's urban centers provide 

nothing but poverty and despair to literally millions of the 

destitute lower class; a few acres hacked out of the jungle 

for a home, and work on a few thousand acre ranch similarly 

hacked clear or in a strip mine, offers hope, a chance at a 

30Desert Solitaire, Ballantine Books: New York, 1968, 
p. 20. Abbey says this is what makes him a humanist. 
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better life, where Brasilia or Sao Paolo offers neither. 81 

Now it could not be right to give these people this chance, 

according to the land ethic; if we are all equal members of 

a "biotic team," their interests carry no more weight than 

any jungle-regarding concern. So what do we do with them? 

Are they to be removed, eliminated? And what of those still 

in the cities who would migrate to the forest? Are they to 

be compelled to remain in the concrete jungles with their 

inescapable squalor and hopelessness? That could not be 

compatible with respecting human worth and dignity. 

The force of these remarks is to show that the land 

ethic cannot have it both ways: one cannot uphold fairly 

standard and uncontroversial human responsibilities and du-

ties and maintain some sort of ecosystemic egalitarianism 

which measures right and wrong according to outcomes for the 

biotic community as a whole. We are left then with the con-

elusion that ecocentric ethics either resolves conflicts be-

tween members of the moral community in morally unacceptable 

ways or provides no mechanisms for conflict resolution at 

all. If moral equality is to be maintained among all beings 

with a moral status, we must be given plausible and practi-

cal guides for our moral decision-making, something that is 

!:li For details, see William S. Ellis, "Brazil's Imperil
ed Rain Forest" National Geographic 174 [19881, p. 772-7~9. 



239 

not forthcoming from the land ethic. 

4. Egalitariani~m Reprised 

Though I have arguee] that moral subjects - beings vii th a 

complete moral status - occ~py the dense base of an inverted 

Valuational Pyramid, this does not mean that any and all of 

their interests are to override any consideration having to 

do with some being at a lower, thinner level. As we have 

seen, it is our welfare interests which take precedence; 

those claims of ours grounded in these most basic concerns 

override or outweigh similar claims ("valid" or "bare") of 

another moral status because we have all the features char

acteristic of the other levels and certain cognitive capaci

ties which carry a special moral weight. Other, nonbasic or 

peripheral interests of ours do not override the valid or 

bare claims of another status because these sorts of inter

ests do not activate the crucial concepts of harm, exploita

tion, kindness, and respect as immediately and essentially 

as the valid or bare claims of another status do. 

Ecocentric ethics, I have argued, adjudicates conflicts 

between members of the moral community in morally unaccept

able ways or provides no adjudicative guidance at all. Paul 

Taylor has defended a biocentric ethic similar to that adop

ted here but, like Leopold, he rejects the notion that there 

------ ------ - -
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are disparities of moral value among the beings with a moral 

status. For him, the moral value of beings does not come in 

degrees: all beings have this value equally, if they have it 

at all. Thus Taylor claims, in his own idiom of value, that 

every species "possessing inherent \o[orth [haG 1 the same in-

herent worth, none is superior to another."~~ I have been 

identifying each moral status and its accompanying moral 

value according to certain capacities possessed by the being 

in question; it is these capacities which ultimately ground 

their differences in moral significance ::.ince they have more 

or less value, and a corresponding moral status, according 

to the range of capacities they happen to have. But Taylor 

says this is precisely what I cannot do: 

To say that some have greater worth than others is to say 
that the good of some is more deserving of realization than 
that of others. The fact that organisms can be categorized 
into various types according to their different ranges of 
capacities does not provide any reason for such a judgment 
of differential worth .... unless differing ranges of capaci
ties can be shown to make a difference in worth, the mere 
fact that some beings have a wider range of capacities than 

8'-;;'Taylor, Respect for Nature, op. cit., p. 155; also p. 
76-79, 148-151. Tom Regan also takes "inherent value" to be 
had equally by any beings that do have it in The Case for 
Animal Rights, op. cit. p. 236-241. As noted in chapter one, 
Taylor's "inherent worth" serves the same function as my 
"moral value," namely, a kind of value that identifies some
thing as "an end in itself" or valuable for its own sake yet 
distinguishes it from the nonmoral, "intrinsic value" of ob
jects. Our difference is on this question of degree. 

- ----. -.. - ------- --" -- .. -- - -
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others has no bearing on the issue. 33 

Unfortunately, Taylor never does say precisely ~hy his 

"inherent worth" does not come in degrees, nor does he ever 

give us any idea of what would be a reason for a judgment of 

differential worth.34 He apparently believes that the human 

position at the top of the valuational Pyramid, if differen-

tial worth is allowed, is incompatIble with a moral regard 

for nonhuman and nonconscious beings, and would sanction 

rampant abuse and endangerment of the natural world. We have 

already seen that this does not follow: we have allowed dif-

ferential value with attendant varieties of moral status and 

still shown that vegetarianism is morally required, that the 

fact that a being has a good-of-its-own places significant 

moral constraints on our actions, thus extending moral con-

cern to all living things, and that the nature of these con-

straints and this concern primarily issues in the result 

that only the welfare interests of humans can be justifiably 

38Taylor, p. 149. Taylor is responding to a similar 
conception of differential worth based on capacities offered 
by Louis G. Lombardi, "Inherent Worth, Respect, and Rights" 
Environmental Ethics 5 [19831, p. 257-270. 

84Regan claims (p. 240) that degrees of moral value 
(his "inherent value") must be cashed out in terms of either 
the comparative value of experiences, the possession of pre
ferred virtues, or the utility to or the interests of oth
ers; all these terms are unacceptable to him. My account of 
differential value does not appeal to any of the last three 
and only minimally to the first. 
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overriding of the harm we cause to any organism. 

Beyond that, is the question of why these facts about 

capacities would not justify differential value. How else 

are we to make sense of judgments claiming that one sort of 

life is more worthy of preserving or protecting than an-

other?~~ Recall the case described in chapter four of the 

four humans and a great dane in the life-boat; a fifth human 

desires to get aboard in order to save his life, but the 

boat will not sustain this added weight. Should the man be 

left to perish or should the dog be sacrificed to make room 

for him? How do we decide what is the right thing to do 

here? 

If one were inclined to say that the man morally ought 

to be saved at the expense of the dog's life, certainly this 

is to say that his life is of greater moral worth, or more 

valuable in itself than that of the dog; it is to say that 

3~This is distinct from judgments claiming that one 
life is of superior moral merit than another, a judgment 
based on the moral appraisal and comparison of the actions 
of two moral subjects. For example, Mother Teresa might be 
judged of greater moral worth (merit) than George Bush on 
the grounds that she has devoted her life to the poor, the 
sick, the unwanted and the unwashed, while he has devoted 
his life to political opportunism and coat-tail riding. 
Since both (presumably) possess the full range of cognitive 
and affective capacities of a complete moral status, they 
would be of equal moral value. Comparative judgments of 
moral merit are restricted to beings with a complete moral 
status; a being of any other status is not capable of per
forming morally meritorious actions. 
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"the good of [the man] is more deserving of realization than 

that of [the dog]." So hOT,o/ would one go about justifying 

that conclusion from a moral point of view? The most plaus

ible reasons would seem to appeal in the end to the sorts of 

beings that are involved here, what it is about their re

spective natures, that which makes them what they are, which 

answers the question of the value of their lives - qua man 

and qua dog. I argued in chapter four that this question is 

best answered by appeal to certain facts, such as the man's 

recognition of his fate in being left exposed on the open 

sea, his understanding of this impending doom and its rela

tion to his present predicament, and the duties and respon

sibilities he has to a host of other moral subjects and ob

jects. And these considerations, we saw, are all the pro

ducts of the cognitive capacities which he possesses and the 

dog does not. This is to provide a positive argument that 

moral value does come in degrees, while Taylor lacks any 

clear negative argument that it does not. 

Let me amplify that positive argument with an example 

of the second type of moral conflict noted in chapter six, a 

conflict between the interests and/or good of moral objects 

which is mediated by a moral subject. Consider a cat or 

horse or other such mammal being eaten alive and driven 

half-mad by parasites: flys, ticks, fleas, mites, worms, 
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etc. In this case, the interests and good of the mammal are 

incompatible with the good of the parasites. Now Taylor and 

I agree that any mammal involved here, and these parasites, 

as living beings, are moral objects; yet neither he nor T 

nor very many moral subjects would hesitate to do what we 

could to destroy the parasites and relieve the mammal's suf

ferings. So what are the moral grounds for defeating the 

good of these insects and prioritizing the interests and 

good of the mammals? What reasons can we offer for the 

judgment that the good of the latter is more deserving of 

realization than that of the former? Surely the best rea

sons here would appeal to the intense pain and discomfort 

they are enduring, their ardent desire to be rid of the 

pests, and the high levels of tension and frustration the 

parasites cause. It makes sense to say that these factors 

take precedence over that which is no more than fulfilling 

certain biological (though morally relevant) functions, 

where no (or only very primitive) sentience, no desires, and 

no emotions whatever are involved. But how can we make sense 

of this if a lamb and a louse are of equal moral value, if 

the good of one Is no more worthy of realization than that 

of the other? This particular problem will recur shortly. 

To return to our life-boat case: in the event that one 

is not inclined to favor saving the man and dumping the dog, 
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an inclination based on the judgment that they are of equal 

moral value, then one must suggest other solutions to the 

problem of adjudicating conflicts, like these and others, 

between moral subjects and objects. A distinct advantage of 

the view so far described, with its notion of degrees of 

value, is that this provides us with a practical framework 

within which to approach such conflicts, making them tract-

able. Given this "thick" nonanthropocentric ethic of the 

biocentric type, we now have vast numbers of beings with a 

moral status, and if all of them have the same moral value, 

how do we decide who among them has the weightier claims? 

5. Egalitarianism and Moral Adjudication 

Taylor is acutely aware of the problem, so he articulates 

several "priority principles" which are to be applied in 

such cases and seem to provide a more promising approach 

than that of ecocentric ethics. It will be useful to look 

at two of these principles to see how well they handle con-

flicts and if they are indeed consistent with equal moral 

value. 36 According to "The Principle of Distributive Jus-

3STaylor offers five such principles altogether, the 
first being a "Principle of Self-Defense" (p. 264-269), 
allowing humans to defend themselves from harms caused by 
nonhumans, and the second being a "principle of Proportion
ality" (p. 278-280), whIch says that basic (welfare) inter
ests of any species take priority over non-basic (peripher
al) human interests. We have already arrived at a position 
consistent with both of these principl~s and have given a 
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tice," "when the interests of the parties are all ba:3ic ones 

and there exists a natural source of good that can be used 

for the benefit of any of the parties, each party must be 

alloted an equal share.,,37 To illustrate this principle, 

Taylor instances subsistence cultures where hunting dnd 

fishing are necessary for survival, because environmental 

conditions will not produce enough plant life ~olive on. 88 

It is not clear how this principle is being applied 

here. The conflict is obviously between the basic or wel-

fare interests of humans and nonhumans, but it is a bIt 

obscure what the "natural source of good" is available for 

the benefit of the competing interests. For humans, this 

source must be nonhuman animals; for the animals, it is 

presumably each other and whut plant life they can live on, 

but, by hypothesis, this plant life is not a natural source 

justification for them in chapters five and six; we have 
however seen reason not to attribute interests of any kind 
to nonconscious species (see note 43, below). The principle 
of proportionality is subverted by Taylor's "Principle of 
Minimum Wrong" anyway (see below). The fifth is "The Prin
ciple of Restitutive Justice" (p. 291-295) which follows 
from The Principle of Distributive Justice; I argue (below) 
that this principle is defective, so the restitution ques
tion does not arise. It is interesting to note that not 
only do Taylor's principles fail to cover a case like that 
of the people and the dog in the life-boat, his prInciples 
have nothing to say about conflicts which do not involve 
human agents. 

~7Taylor, p. 292. 

88Taylor, p. 293-294. 
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of good for the humans. So what must be equally shared here 

is an allotment of nonhumans. But why is it the nonhumans 

that must be distributed equitably? If humans and nonhumans 

alike have the same moral value, wouldn't a truly just dis-

tribution, in ~his case, include equal numbers of, or at 

least some humans as well? After all, the welfare interests 

of these cultures could be met just as readily by killing 

and eating other humans, yet Taylor is saying that to meet 

this interest humans are morally permitted to kill and eat 

animuls as long as they leave enough for other animals to 

consume. It is difficult to see, given equality of moral 

value, the justice of distributing the lives of a particular 

group of (nonhuman) species among competing interests while 

holding the human species inviolate. 

Consider next the situation where plant life is avail-

able; since plants and animals have the same degree of moral 

value, according to Taylor, how could it make any difference 

which is killed for food? If their "inherent worth" is in-

deed equal, it would seem to be no more wrong to kill a dol-

phin than a dandelion. Taylor's answer has to do with the 

suffering involved: despite the fact he contends that the 

.. . susceptibility to pain does not give animals a higher in
herent worth, nevertheless any form of conscious suffering 
is an intrinsically bad occurrence in the life of a sentient 
creature .... 

Now, insofar as respect is due to sentient animals, mor
al concern and consideration for their well-being will ac
cordingly include attempts to minimize intrinsic evils in 
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their lives. So when there is a choice between kIlling 
plants or killing sentient animals, it will be less wrong to 
kill plants if animals are made to suffer when they are 
taken for food. 39 

There is a tension here in simultaneously holding 

'Plants and animals have equal moral value' and 'Causing an 

animal to suffer in killing it is a worse moral offense than 

killing a plant.' For if it is indeed true that causing 

suffering is an intrinsic evil to the being suffering, and 

if this capacity to suffer is precisely what makes killing 

that involves suffering morally worse than killing which 

could not involve suffering, is this not equivalent to say-

ing that the sentient being is on that basis more valuable 

or more worthy or its good is more deserving of preserva-

tion? I fail to see the difference between saying 'Killing 

an animal is morally worse than killing a plant' and 'An 

animal is of greater moral worth than a plant.' Think back 

to the case of the over-loaded life-boat; if we agree that 

it would be worse, from the moral perspective, to let the 

man die of exposure in the water than to toss the dog over-

board and help the man, how can we avoid the conclusion that 

the man's life is more worth saving, that his good is more 

deserving of preservation than the dog's? Similarly, if we 

agree that it would be worse, from the moral perspective, to 

39Taylor, p. 295. 
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let a horse be consumed by parasites than to destroy the of-

fending insects, is this not tantamount to holding that the 

horse's good is more deserving of preservation than the in-

sects'? If in moral appraisal we find that the value of 

some action is less than that of some alternativ~ for no 

other reason than facts concerning the nature of the beings 

involved (sentience vs. nonsentient, for example), then the 

value of one of the beings must be less than the other. 

Even if these points were not conVincing, as I think 

they are, there is still an obvious point that Taylor does 

not mention: on his conception painless killing of an animal 

is on a moral par with killing plants. So as long as we did 

not cause it to suffer, killing a dolphin would be no worse, 

morally, than killing a dandelion. Indeed, absent suffering, 

killing a dentist would be no worse than killing a dande-

lion. 40 So what do we do in a case where we must decide on 

one or the other? Do we simply "choose, that is, invent,,?4:1. 

If we could spare either the crewman or the dog any suffer-

ing with a bullet to the brain, would it make no difference, 

morally, which we executed? This cannot be correct; not only 

4°Though one might specifically want a dentist to suf
fer in dying. 

·,,·I.Jean-Paul Sartre, "The Humanism of ExistentialIsm" 
Essays in Existentialism, Wade Baskin, ed., Citadel: Seacau
cus, NJ, 1965, p. 45. 
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is it wIldly inconsistent with ordinary moral thinking, Tay-

lor also f~ils tu offer any reason to believe it could be 

true, other than his undefended assertion that "inherent 

worth" does not come in degrees. 

To be clear: the reason why it is morally permissible 

for sUbsistence cultures without available plant-life to eat .. 
animals and for vegetarians to eat plants but not animals, 

is not accounted for by some principle of distribu~ive jus-

tice and is not compatible with equal moral value. Subsls-

tence cultures in this situation are morally justified in 

eating animals because moral claims based on their welfare 

interests override those of the animals. For the reasons 

already given, the sort of thing a moral subject is carries 

greater weight - has a higher moral value - than something 

that is not a subject. Those facts about her capacities 

define her moral value and justify her moral pr~ority. 

Vegetarians are morally justified in eating plants because 

plants are of comparatively less moral value than animals, 

according to their respective natures, which is the sense 

behind the judgment that killing animals is worse than 

killing plants. 42 

are 
42But keeping in mind that most plants used for food 

not killed anyway. 
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A second principle detailed by Taylor is "The Principle 

of MinLmum Wrong" which applies to cases where the basic or 

welfare interests of plant34~ and animals are in conflict 

with nonbasic or peripheral human interests, the pursuit of 

which will prove "detrimental" to nonhumans; as examples of 

such cases, he mentions various construction projects (dam, 

railroad, airport) which will destroy already existing na-

tural habitats.·· According to this principle, when humans 

decide their nonbasic ends are "too important" to relinquish 

for the sake of nonhumans' basic interests, the humans may 

fulfill those nonbasic interests, at the expense of nonhu-

mans, "only so long as doing so involves fewer wrongs (viol-

ations of duties) than any alternative .... "~~ 

Taylor writes at some length about who is to determine 

what these supremely valuable peripheral interests are and 

how they do SO.4& The trouble is making all this compatible 

with the equal "inherent worth" of all species. To see this 

problem, consider a conflict between the welfare and periph-

4~Earlier, Taylor had distinguished beings with inter
ests from those with a good-of-their-own (p. 63), as I have 
done, placing plants in the latter category. Now he says he 
is speaking of the interests of plants because "it will be 
convenient" (p. 270). 

4~Taylor, p. 280. 

4~Taylor, p. 282-283. 

4STaylor, p. 280-282. 
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eral interests of moral subjects. Suppose I have a periph

eral interest in becoming a medical doctor, but this can 

only be accomplished at the expense of my wife's welfare in

terest in her mental health and emotional stabilIty. And 

let's say I establish the importance of my peripheral inter

est consistently with standards of rationality, information, 

enlightenment, and respect for persons in complete accord 

with Taylor's scheme for making this determination. Now if 

my wife and I are truly equals in moral value, why should my 

interest win out over hers? Presumably, our equality here 

entails the evenness or parity of our respective personal 

integrity, dignity, autonomy, and possibly others; it means 

that my integrity, etc. is not to be prioritized over hers, 

simply because it is mine, and vice versa. Now if our in

terests, in toto, are at least in part a function of that, I 

don't see why my peripheral interest could justifiably take 

precedence over her welfare interests. 

If we could make the case that the content of my inter

est is worth more than hers, perhaps that would show why 

mine would rule despite our equal moral value. But this is 

manifestly not the case in the situations Taylor envisions 

as exemplifying conflicts of this sort. It doesn't make much 

sense that a peripheral human interest in constructing a li

brary, say, is more important than a nonhuman welfare inter-
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est in remaining alive unless we add a story about how human 

plans and projects are more important because humans have a 

yreater moral worth. That, however, is just the story Taylor 

wants to avoid. His only recourse would be to say that ei

ther my interest in becoming a doctor is actually of the 

welfare type or that its importance has not been adequately 

established. However, my interest here does not fit Taylor's 

own account of welfare interests since I do not see it as an 

essential part of my very existence as a person,47 and I am 

not irrational or uninformed. 

We are driven then to the conclusion that equal moral 

value is not compatible with the priority of peripheral hu

man interests over the welfare interests of nonhumans. What 

is more, if the view presented here is correct, to maintain 

a greater moral value for humans is not compatible with the 

priority of their nonbasic interests over the basic ones of 

nonhumans. Since the key moral principles employing the 

crucial concepts of harm, exploitation, kindness, and re

spect primarily operate at the level of bas'ie welfare, they 

cannot be overridden by considerations which do not engage 

or are only distantly related to these fundamental elements 

of moral judgments, as is typically the case with humans' 

peripheral interests. 

47Taylor, p. 272. 
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The limits of ethics are the limits of life; the bor

ders of our moral concern are drawn around living organisms. 

Conflicts among living beings are settled by determining 

what their welf3re interests are, what is in their welfare 

interests, and/or what their own good consists in, and then 

finding in favor of the being with the weightier moral sta

tus and value. These are the preliminary conclusions of our 

investigation, the beginnings of a map to guide us through a 

multi-textured te~rain; the practical results of the tra

verse can only be seen and appreciated within the vast and 

intricately contoured landscape of our moral lives. 
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