What Things Have Moral Standing and Why?
  
The question of what has moral standing is essentially the concept of whether our actions should be considered in terms of right and wrong concerning certain groups.[footnoteRef:1]  It is not to be confused with moral significance – the idea of which group’s interests are of more importance than another’s – nor rights.[footnoteRef:2]   [1:  John Benson, Environmental Ethics: an introduction with readings (London,1929), pp. 11-15]  [2:  Kenneth Goodpaster, ‘On Being Morally Considerable’ (pp. 1-11), Journal of Philosophy (1978), pp.308, 310 - 311] 

  In the last few decades, there have developed four main schools of thought concerning which groups we should extend this consideration to.[footnoteRef:3]  For a long while, anthropocentrism was the prevailing view; the idea that all and only humans should have moral standing on the basis that they are uniquely capable and intelligent.[footnoteRef:4]  However, this argument has been fraying at the edges for years, with books such as Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, and Paul Ehrlich’s The Population Bomb addressing a need to reassess the view that humans are the only things which matter on the planet.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  Benson, Environmental Ethics: an introduction with readings, p 10; Rebekah Humphreys, ‘Biocentrism’, Encyclopedia of Bioethics (Lampeter, 2014), pp. 2-3]  [4:  Humphreys, ‘Biocentrism’, p 1, Goodpaster, ‘On Being Morally Considerable’, p 312]  [5:  Humphreys, ‘Biocentrism’ pp. 2-3] 

  Three concepts arose, largely because of this push against anthropocentrism, attempting to answer the question of what things have moral standing beyond humans.[footnoteRef:6] Sentientism, or the notion that all and only sentient life deserves consideration morally, biocentrism, the idea of all and only life being prerequisite for moral status, and ecocentrism, which states all and only systems, collectives or species as a whole matter morally.[footnoteRef:7]  Aside from ecocentrism referring to a framework which is in large part created by humans, and sentietism’s blurry line of what can feel pain and thus is sentient, biocentrism offers the best angle from which to approach the idea of what has moral standing and more importantly, the why of said question.[footnoteRef:8] [6:  Goodpaster, ‘On Being Morally Considerable’, p 310]  [7:  Pers. Comm. Rebekah Humphreys, Lecture 2: The Sphere of Morality (Lampeter, 23/11/21)]  [8:  Ibid. ; Humphreys, ‘Biocentrism’ pp. 11-13; Goodpaster, ‘On Being Morally Considerable’, pp. 318-320] 

  A thought experiment put forth by Donald Scherer can help illustrate this point.  It postulates Earth and two planets, one with no life, the other with only flora: and by assumption some other forms of non-sentient life such as bacteria.  Earth has the capability of destroying either ‘Planet Flora’ or ‘Planet Lifeless’ or both and asks, is it morally right to do so. Generally, people would not have a problem destroying ‘Lifeless’, but would be more hesitant about ‘Flora’.[footnoteRef:9]  Biocentrism is able to answer why most would think it wrong to destroy planet flora in a more satisfactory manner than either sentientism or ecocentrism, with its concepts of what has intrinsic value, and what has interests.[footnoteRef:10]  An object that has intrinsic value is something which has worth independent of any other factor, or an innate good, and goes someway to explain why even though destroying ‘Planet Flora’ would have no negative effect on Earth, a majority would still think of doing so as wrong, as Robin Attfield suggests.[footnoteRef:11]  Intrinsic value is attributed to all living things in biocentrism partly because of the capability for having interests which are attributed to life.[footnoteRef:12]  Attfield asserts that beings such as trees, though they are not capable of suffering in anyway we may recognise, still have needs and supports Goodpastor in the view that favourable and unfavourable conditions effect all living things’ abilities to thrive.[footnoteRef:13]  He also makes the argument that these needs and abilities – to grow, protect ones’ self and populate -  would exist regardless of whether humans were on the planet or not; thus they are not only instruments for human use and our actions towards them should be considered in terms of morality.[footnoteRef:14] Whilst some are adamant it is only the act of wanton destruction of ‘Flora’ which people deem inherently wrong, Attfield counters this by suggesting that something needs to have a value to a person for destruction to be seen as vandalism.[footnoteRef:15] [9:  Pers. Comm. Rebekah Humphreys, Lecture 2; Humphreys, ‘Biocentrism’, p 7, Robin Attfield, ‘Climate Change Ethics and the Non-Human World’ (pp. 63-74), The Ethics of Climate Change, (2020)]  [10:  Robin Attfield, ‘The Good of Trees’ (35-54), Environmental Philosophy: Principles and Prospects, (Aldershot: Averbury, 1994), pp142-143 ]  [11:  Attfield, ‘Climate change and the Non-Human World’; Attfield, ‘The Good of Trees’, pp. 142, 145]  [12:  Goodpaster, ‘On Being Morally Considerable’, pp. 318-319; Humphreys, ‘Biocentrism’, p 11]  [13:  Attfield, ‘The Good of Trees’, pp. 146-149; Goodpastor, ‘On Being Morally Considerable, p 319]  [14:  Attfield, ‘The Good of Trees’, p 156; Humphreys, ‘Biocentrism’, p 5]  [15:  Ibid. p 153] 

  Several objections have been raised to this theory by those subscribing to other schools of thought.[footnoteRef:16]  One of the main arguments is why only living things should have moral standing, suggesting that the scope of this viewpoint is so wide and general that you would need to take every particle into consideration.[footnoteRef:17] However, this disregards the premise of biocentrism, that all living things have intrinsic value because they have their own interests and impact on their environment, irrespective of others’ desires or needs.[footnoteRef:18] Whereas non-living things do not have these qualities; essentially, things that can act for themselves to one extent or another without influence from another agent deserve to be considered morally.[footnoteRef:19] [16:  Pers. Comm. Rebekah Humphreys, Lecture 1: Introduction: Emergance of Environmental Philosophy (Lampeter, 22/11/21)]  [17:  Humphreys, ‘Biocentrism’, p 11]  [18:  Ibid. ; Attfield, ‘The Good of Trees, pp. 145-149]  [19:  Ibid. ] 

  Another argument is made that it is impossible to live trying not to harm every blade of grass insect or all sentient and non-sentient life.[footnoteRef:20]  This once again seem to rise due to a fundamental lack of education concerning the definition of moral standing, as in this case it is confused with moral significance.[footnoteRef:21] Biocentrism outlines our duty to consider all life and our actions towards them, but does not put all other organisms’ needs above humans’ by default, after all, humans are included in the definition of ‘living things’, which all interact on a regular basis with conflicting interests with or without humanity.[footnoteRef:22]  [20:  Humphreys ‘Biocentrism’, pp. 8-12]  [21:  Goodpastor, ‘On Being Morally Considerable’, p 311; Attfield, ‘The Good of Trees’, p 157; Humphreys ‘Biocentrism’, pp. 8-13]  [22:  Benson, Environmental Ethics: an Introduction with Readings, pp. 10-12; Humphreys ‘Biocentrism’, pp. 11-13] 

  Whilst sentientism and ecocentrism offer viable, even appealing alternatives to the egocentric anthropocentrism of the past, they appear to offer only a slice of the whole pie, and as a result, there seems to be something lacking when answering questions of unnecessary destruction to non-sentient creature, or harm to individuals in defence of a human-made framework.[footnoteRef:23] Meanwhile, biocentrism proposes a way of understanding why acts such as the vandalism of trees and plants feels innately wrong to the majority of people, drawing a far less blurry line between what should have moral standing and why.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  Humphreys ‘Biocentrism’, p 9; Pers. Comm. Rebekah Humphreys, Lecture 2: The Sphere of Morality; Attfield, ‘The Good of Trees’, pp. 144, 146, 153; Goodpastor, ‘On Being Morally Considerable’, pp. 311-315]  [24:  Humphreys ‘Biocentrism’, pp. 4, 13; Attfield, ‘The Good of Trees’, p 145; Goodpastor, ‘On Being Morally Considerable’, p 310] 

