Assignment: Essay – Will Bullock
What things have moral standing and why?

What is meant by something having moral standing comes down to that thing having a depth of moral significance for which it requires moral consideration. Fundamentally, this rest on the concepts of good and evil and so an objects’ moral significance may be determined by the goodness in its purpose and/or consequences, and perhaps how they correspond.
One common classification of an objects’ moral consideration is its ability to be helped or harmed. The understanding behind this is that which can be bettered or worsened is being altered morally and so demonstrates the significance of the object morally. Is this a fair definition, what is meant by a thing, and why, this is what needs to be answered.
When conceptualising that which is morally considerable by this definition one may think of people and animals (conscious beings), however we may not think of that which is not sentient, but to which we would find problematic to distinguish as morally insignificant, that being plants and more broadly, the universe.
Perhaps, for the sake of challenging these claims, all things could be categorised into four groups; animals, humans, plants, and the planet/universe. We would not have animals, humans, nor plants without the planet. So, would not the universe be the most morally significant thing? It appears that without any life or growth in the universe, it loses a lot of not just its moral significance, but its meaning, perhaps more profoundly.
Furthermore, humans would not be able to survive without animals or plants, as they need them to eat, among other functions.[footnoteRef:1] This presents a problem for upholders of strong anthropocentrism who claim that homo-sapiens are the only ones with moral standing and as such all else is morally insignificant. If something is not morally significant it follows that it is not worthy of morally consideration, and so, morally, it needn’t matter whether animals and plants exist. This, however, is objectively problematic, and so maintaining strong anthropocentrism may not be possible. [1:  Tom Langen, ‘Can humans survive without other species including plants, animals?’, Staten Island Organisation < https://statenislander.org/2022/08/29/can-humans-survive-without-other-species-including-plants-animals/> [accessed 26 November 2022]] 

Why should we place so much moral significance on humans if they bear so much suffering? Aristotle argued that what sets humans apart from other animals is their ability to reason.[footnoteRef:2] Reasoning is important as it allows us to rationalise not just what we do but why we do it, which is significant morally as we can make decisions with accordance to ethics. But is Aristotle’s argument that as humans are the only creature that can reason, they are the most important, sound? Well, it may not be completely true that humans are only creature capable of reasoning, for example, chickens as well as apes have consistently shown to possess reasoning skills.[footnoteRef:3] So, it’s not to fair to conclude homo-sapiens are the most important on the premise that only homo-sapiens can reason. [2:  Aristotle, ‘Nicomachean Ethics’, 322-384 BC]  [3:  Ashley Capps, ‘Responding to the Claim That Animals Can’t Reason, Don’t Deserve Same Consideration’, Free From Harm, < https://freefromharm.org/common-justifications-for-eating-animals/animals-cant-reason-dont-deserve-treatment/> [accessed 27 November 2022]] 

Other arguments for humanocentrism follow from theological perspectives. For instance, many religions follow that the world was created for humankind with animals and plants to support them living. This ontological overview supports weak anthropocentricism well as it follows that other things may benefit human interest, but this does not mean they have intrinsic value. Intrinsic value, a stable-point in Kantian philosophy, is understood to be that which is valuable in its own regard without dependence on another entity. According to many theists, humans have intrinsic value because they were created in the image of God, and all else that exists is there to support God.
Though, can it really be said that humans are the only ones with intrinsic value and have no moral standing? Even if we accept the basis of this argument, in accepting the conclusion we can reach undesirable further conclusions. For example, if an animal serves no notable benefit to humans should it really follow that its existence is trivial, many will agree such animals matter for their own sake. This is a view that sentientists share; that which is sentient bares moral consideration for the very reason that they are autonomous.
However, sentientism has been criticised, again for its undesirable conclusions which follow, in that humans might not always have sentience if at all. Does sentientism follow that which has moral standing is sentient at the time, with no accordance to whether that thing will be sentient again? People often find themselves in non-conscious states, it is absurd to suggest that we fall in and out of moral considerability on the basis of this argument. It is also a weak argument in the fact it has no moral regard to the universe and world which gives us very capacity to live, as the world itself is not wholistically conscious.
Therefore, it can be understood, that which has moral standing is humans, on the theological basis that they are of intrinsic value, and that, anything that benefits humans is also of moral standing on the basis of its extrinsic value – it’s purpose for humans. To be clearer, this view, weak anthropocentrism, follows that which exists as the Earth and more broadly, the universe, has moral standing as its platforms all other existence (but also would be insignificant without humans and animals). Additionally, many plants and animals, have moral significance on the premise they benefit humans, often nutritionally, giving them extrinsic value.
