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What are the requirements for ‘having moral standing’ and which beings qualify?

The requirements of moral standing for beings and things is obviously apparent when one investigates the four predominately held positions for moral considerability. In this essay, I will outline the two main arguments of moral considerability and I will highlight the position that I agree with most. I will start at the widely held position of Anthropocentrism, which takes the stance that moral considerability be assigned in regard to human beings. Following this, I will touch upon the position of Sentientism, held by philosophers such as Peter Singer, which argues that a being is morally considered if it is capable of being sentient. The second main argument of moral considerability is Biocentrism, which pushes Sentientism the remaining distance to arrive at a place wherein all individual living things, whether sentient or not have intrinsic value and should be assigned moral considerability. The last part of this debate will briefly look at Ecocentrism, which states that all systems have moral standing irrespective of the individuals in that system. My conclusion will follow these positions, which is that Biocentrism has the greatest strength in its argument for moral considerability and as a result all living beings qualify in having moral standing.
The first position to consider in the ongoing and polarising debate of moral considerability is Anthropocentrism. This is the important starting place of this debate, as it involves humans at the centre of its theory. There are two positions that proponents of Anthropocentrism take when arguing for this theory. These two stances are Strong Anthropocentrism (SA) and Weak Anthropocentrism (WA). Strong Anthropocentrism is the assignation of intrinsic value to human beings only.[footnoteRef:1] Weak Anthropocentrism extends slightly further than human beings and includes that non-human beings and things may also be considered to have moral standing. However, to what extent non-humans are granted considerability is wholly reliant on their relationship to, or more accurately, for humans.[footnoteRef:2] An important consideration for having moral standing is the ability to have interests that can be protected. This is because there must be something to which considerability can be assigned to, that is further than simply existence. Whilst some anthropocentrists may argue that human existence is enough of a necessary condition for moral considerability, distinctions must be clarified because otherwise their arguments fall to a biocentric view, if existence is the qualifying factor of moral considerability. For an anthropocentrist, the key difference between humans and non-humans is the possession of interests that can be protected, such as goals, dreams and desires. It is precisely the lack of these interests in non-humans that prevents them from having moral standing in anthropocentric world. [1:  Andrew Brennan, Environmental Ethics (2015), < https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/ethics-environmental/> [accessed 06 June 2019]]  [2:  Brennan, ibid.,  ] 

Anthropocentrism is a popular belief, but it is a necessarily flawed one. On the side of SA, consideration is assigned only to human beings, and on the side of WA, consideration is extended only as far as beings that have instrumental value for humans. An example of moral considerability in the weak anthropocentric sense, is to consider that dogs can have moral standing because they provide companionship to humans, and further fulfil a human’s emotional needs. Similarly, in an opposite effect, animals (for example cows) are not considered to have moral standing because some humans take that they are food, and the extent of moral considerability to cows only goes as far as to assign worth as fuel for humans and not worth in themselves as individuals or as a species. The segregation of considerability towards both of these different non-human species, only serves to confuse the intentions of an anthropocentric position. One key argument often levelled against anthropocentrism is that both humans and non-humans are capable of having interests and further that having interests seems like an arbitrarily high standard for moral consideration and instead having the ability to be harmed is a more accurate standard of categorising those that deserve moral consideration. This argument is often given by supporters of Sentientism. Peter Singer, a main supporter of Sentientism presents that non-human animals should be morally considered based on their capacity to suffer, commonly attributed as sentience. Sentientists often use the famous phrase by Bentham “the question is not can they speak, nor can they reason, but can they suffer?”[footnoteRef:3] for Singer and other like-minded sentientists, this is a sufficient justification for granting moral standing to a non-human being, alongside humans[footnoteRef:4]. It is understood that humans can suffer and are considered sentient beings in their biological nature, however, this sentience extends further to non-human animals and therefore grants the same moral consideration to non-humans. Despite this, Sentientism does not go far enough because there exists in the world beings and things that are incapable of sentient action, this includes trees, plants, and non-human animals like fish that are not considered sentient.  [3:  Jeremy Bentham, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, 1789]  [4:  Peter Singer, ‘All Animals Are Equal’ in Tom Regan and Peter Singer, Animal Rights and Human Obligations (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1976)] 

The position that responds to and solves the issues that Sentientism leaves unanswered is Biocentrism. This is the position that all living beings all considered to have moral standing. The reasons given change depending on the biocentrist, one popular argument given by Paul Taylor[footnoteRef:5], is that, all living beings have their good that they strive to reach whether that be a tree’s striving to grow or an animal’s striving to survive and reproduce. This position also includes humans alongside their natural counterparts, as parts of the natural world, and so to humans have their good that they strive to achieve. However, as humans are just an equal part of the natural world, they are removed from their hierarchical position over any other living beings or things. Taylor points out that humans in the grand scheme of existence play a small part and as a species have not yet existed long enough to impose such a position that holds humanity to a higher plain of moral consideration than any other living being. This is not to say that non-human animals or plants hold this position above humans, the position does not exist, and all consideration given is equal, as we are all part of the same natural world. The requirement of striving toward a good is often able to apply to living ecosystems and biomes and as such it seems to be the case that moral consideration should be extended to include these also. This position is usually referred to as Ecocentrism, however the scope of this answer cannot reach a conclusion on what deserves greater consideration, which is what usually separates Ecocentrism from Biocentrism. As such, I will take them to include the same moral standing on the same beings. [5:  Paul Taylor, ‘The Ethics of Respect for Nature’, in Environmental Philosophy: from Animal Rights to Radical Ecology, eds. Michael E. Zimmerman et al (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 2005)] 

In conclusion, I have looked at the position of Anthropocentrism, which whilst being a widely accepted position fails to take into consideration anything outside of human interest. This is unacceptable as a position, as humans are not the only beings to exist in the natural world. The question of moral considerability necessarily must include the other living beings and things in the natural world. Anthropocentrism disregards the rest of the inhabitants of the natural world without sufficient justification. Further, even if other living beings are excluded from moral considerability, the argument needs to be more airtight than the position that Anthropocentrism allows. It is nothing more than human bias to arrogantly state humans have a higher moral capability than other living beings, especially given that the same non-human beings are incapable in the traditional to argue against this point. It follows then, that the position of Biocentrism can envelop the issues that arise from the inequality of the human position through Anthropocentrism. As such, I find the Biocentric argument to be the most convincing and accurate portrayal of what beings have moral standing, which under Biocentrism, has all living beings, irrespective of their levels of sentience, deserving of moral consideration.
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Is sustainable development a useful concept? What might it involve in practice?

	In the following I will be answering how useful of a concept is sustainable development and what practicing this concept might involve. I will outline what sustainable development is and where the concept originated. I will ascertain its usefulness and argue both for and against the concept. Finally, I will pose practical examples of sustainable development and draw up current existing policies and extend their scope. 
Sustainable development is an important concept for the future progression in the socio-economic climate of the world. It protects the interests of the natural world, whilst allowing humanity and its technological advances to go further than its current position. Even further, it is a concept that provides potential solutions to problems that have arisen from ignorant human interference. The origins of sustainable development can be traced back through the modern age to around the release of the Brundtland Report (1987)[footnoteRef:6] which argued favourably for the need of policies to further the development of sustainability and encouraged that countries break down geographical barriers in order to come together and apply environmental concerns to a wider demographic. The Brundtland Report, named after its author Gro Harlem Brundtland, was taken as the foundation of sustainable development by UNCED in 1992 and any policies that have followed since 1992 have been agreed upon based on the report alongside any updated findings. Examples of the kinds of underdevelopment that require the human interference through policies include but are not limited to issues such as poverty, malnutrition and illiteracy. The purpose of sustainable development is to create solutions for these like issues in such a way that cannot, in the future, lead to a situation where upon removal of interference, the problem will resurface. An example of this would be, in areas of malnutrition, providing its inhabitants with food and medicine to negate the effects of malnutrition, only to leave not having solved the cause of the malnutrition. A sustainable solution would not only solve the initial cause of malnutrition but would also ensure that the solution is able to withstand the potential issues that may arise upon leaving the area to its own flourishing, with regards to the socio-economical position of the area.  [6:  World Commission on Environment and Development, Our Common Future. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987).] 

Another descriptor of sustainable development, and one that is important for the next section, is that ‘development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’[footnoteRef:7]I will now assess the usefulness of the concept of sustainable development. On one hand it seems illogical to not consider the sustainability of any development that is undertaken. However, there are some that would argue that the very concept of sustainable development is logically redundant, one such advocate of this view is Wilfred Beckerman who in his 1994 paper ‘Sustainable Development’: Is it a Useful Concept?[footnoteRef:8] argues that needs are subjective and will differ from person to person in reflection of their income, position in life and cultural background, etc.[footnoteRef:9]  Even further, that because it is difficult to accurately predict the future needs of people, it is impossible to know what is necessary to protect in the current time, to fulfil the future needs. His argument addresses the extents of the guidelines of the Brundtland Report, and to what end can they, or must they be achieved? In a similar vein to the Brundtland Report, which takes an anthropocentric stance to preserve things and beings for the future generations, Beckerman argues in an anthropocentric tone, that we need not fulfil these future needs because it is not our responsibility to do so. Seemingly, Beckerman’s position is a self-interested one for present humans only, and disregards the importance of preserving species, both for their intrinsic nature and for the nature of future humans. However, these objections raised by Beckerman does not sufficiently address the usefulness of sustainable development, this is because, while it may not be abundantly clear what is expected for the future needs, it is important that precautions are put in place to ensure the potentiality of future needs. A world must be preserved in order for future needs to exist, regardless of what these future needs entail. Further, in a communitarian sense, protecting the interests of our direct descendants and their future needs, is a direct objective of our being. It is in our present interest to ensure that our future descendants are catered for. As a result of this, the concept of sustainable development is a useful one. [7:  World Commission on Environment and Development, ibid, page 41]  [8:  Wilfred Beckerman, ‘Sustainable Development’: Is it a Useful Concept?, in Environmental Values, 3, 1994]  [9:  Beckerman, ibid., page 194] 

I will now look at a few practical examples of how sustainable development would be attempted, and the extent of their practicality. A global implementation of the cosmopolitanism position would provide great results as similarly to the Brundtland Report, it hive-minds a global approach to sustainable development. This would be beneficial as it would allow for a global resolution of global issues, such as climate change. Climate change presents its effects throughout the world in different capacities and requires a cross-examination and worldwide effort to resolve. Another obvious example of sustainable development includes the expansion of renewable energy sources, and further implementing them in locations of the world that currently do not have access to them. One of the downsides of this development is acquiring the financial resources necessary in many areas that do not have access to it. Despite this, through cosmopolitanism and the concept of sustainable development, an ideal goal is set and methods of reaching it can be solved and implemented. Without the concept of sustainable development, issues and solutions would continuously circulate without a final solution ever being created. 
In conclusion, I have discussed what sustainable development entails and its conception. I looked further to its usefulness, given arguments of how it is taken to be illogical and not of present-day concern. Despite this, I have shown that sustainable development is a necessary and useful concept for the future flourishing of both the technological advances (with regards to renewable energy) and also the protection of the earth’s natural resources. I have given examples of how sustainable development has been implemented, and how it can be taken further, through this I have concluded that it is a crucial part of our development and should be given more consideration. 
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