Our Intuitions as Clouded by Prejudice: Robert Audi's Epistemology & Animal Rights

Ethical Intuitionism Applied to Animal Rights: Clearing Our Intuitions of Prejudice
Introduction

Here I want to apply ethical intuitionism to the question of the moral status of non-human animals. Specifically, I want to extend Robert Audi's idea that some moral principle akin to Immanuel Kant's formula of humanity is intuitively known. That is to say we intuit that rational humans are inherently valuable. Yet, and this is my twist, the same principle, more broadly construed but arguably more intuitive, also informs us of the inherent value of many non-rational beings, including severely mentally enfeebled humans and non-human animals. This is what I will call the broader formula of humanity.


To make the case, I will argue that this broader formula of humanity is supported by our intuitions concerning the moral status of non-rational humans and non-human animals alike, while the narrower formulation, as originally conceived by Kant, commits us to strongly unintuitive beliefs concerning these individuals. The view defended here is that, if the epistemic case for the formula of humanity rests on intuitions, then it ought to comport with our intuitions (as the broader account does) rather than go against our intuitions (as the narrower account does). Ultimately, a more consistent, intuitive approach to this important principle of Kantian ethics will lead one to an animal rights position. [Huemer "Ethical Intuitionism" coherence of intuitions]

Further, I will argue that the popular resistance to the broader account and the popular adoption of the narrower account is explained, at least in part, by Peter Singer and company's analysis of speciesism as being an arbitrary prejudice akin to racism and the like. From this understanding of speciesism, the ostensible intuitiveness of the narrower account is made weaker, while the broader account's intuitive standing is made stronger. In other words, if Singer and company's analysis of speciesism is correct, then the narrower account is more aligned with bias, while the broader account is less aligned with bias—further bolstering my initial case for the latter's standing as a clearer intellectual appearance.


Lastly, I will argue that, in addition to comporting with our intuitions concerning the formula of humanity or normative ethics at large, the broader account also gives a stronger understanding of the moral status of non-human animals, and so has important implications regarding animal ethics.
1.1 The formula of humanity

One of the strengths of Kantian ethics is the formula of humanity, the second formulation of the categorical imperative. Stronger yet, perhaps it is the biggest saving grace of Kantian ethics with regard to its staying power in the face of its competition, especially when butting heads with consequentialism. After all, it seems to be that many of the counterintuitive thought experiments or arguments used against a consequentialist ethic are those that bank on an intuition roughly aligned with the formula of humanity (e.g., the transplant case, the trolley dilemma with the large man, the utility monster, etc.). Excluding the more dogmatic types, consequentialists, too, can recognize the appeal of this moral principle. [James Rachels "Elements of Philosophy" quote]

Kant gives us this formulation of the categorical imperative as follows, "Act in such a way that you always treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any other, never simply as a means, but always at the same time as an end."

As expected, there is debate about how we should understand this principle. For example, we may ask what exactly it means to treat someone as a mere means, or what it means to treat someone as an end. While plenty have discussed the topic before (including Audi himself), I am not in a position to cover the precise meaning of the principle. So I will deal with the following understanding of the formula of humanity. 


The formula of humanity emphasizes the value of the individual himself or herself, rather than those of his or her experiences or the utility one brings. This value elevates individuals above mere objects, things, or tools to be used for some other purpose or end. The individual exists as an end in himself or herself, and so must be treated as such. Taking from Kant in a hope to better understand this status, we have the following, “In the kingdom of ends everything has either a price or a dignity. If it has a price, something else can be put into its place as an equivalent; if it is exalted above all price and so admits of no equivalent, then it has dignity.” Beings who exist as ends, or of “dignity” in Kant's words, have no price or equivalent that may either surpass their worth or replace their worth. That in mind, I reject any sort of teleological interpretation of the principle, in which the formula of humanity's justification would depend on further ends generated, as this would be to allow for dignity to have a price in utility. In short and contrary to Singer, I believe individuals are valuable in themselves and cannot be replaced or treated as mere objects to reach some other end (e.g., pleasure, utility, knowledge).
1.2 The Kantian exclusion of severely mentally enfeebled people

This understanding of the formula of humanity, however, still holds some ambiguities. One that will be the focus here is how we ought to understand the "humanity" in the formula of humanity. Kant held that a “rational nature exists as an end in itself,” and it served as the ground for the practical principle of treating humanity as ends in themselves and not merely as a means—to recognize and treat them as beings of inherent worth. Yet, as Tom Regan notes,
All humans, Kant implies, exist as ends in themselves. To restrict this supreme moral value to humans only among terrestrial creatures is not arbitrary, Kant believes, because unlike the other animals, humans are unique in being rational and autonomous. However, not all humans are rational and autonomous. Humans who are mentally enfeebled and deranged, for example, lack these capacities. [Tom Regan "Defending Animal Rights"]
By Regan's use of the argument from marginal cases, Kant cannot hold that all members of humanity exist as ends in themselves. In Kant's philosophy, humans who are not sufficiently rational would be as equally disposable as non-human animals. This position, however, seems far too restrictive and, imporantly for my argument, counterintuitive. It doesn't seem obvious that we may dispose of as we please mentally enfeebled humans as we may, as Kant maintained, of non-human animals (though Kant tried to soften this view by linking a host of indirect duties to non-human animals). In fact, quite the opposite seems to be true. Non-rational humans (e.g., the severely mentally impaired) seem to have value independently of the utility they provide others. It would be impermissible to treat Down syndrome children as mere tools or commodities—to rear them for slaughter or to experiment on them for medical benefits. Rather, we would be confident to say that severally mentally enfeebled humans exist as ends in themselves, as beings of inherent worth. Yet Kant and many others who hold the narrow formula of humanity cannot easily account for this moral standing.


To deny the inherent worth of non-autonomous humans and to entail treating them as we do many non-human animals is, as Regan states, a grotesque consequence of Kant's theory and likely a consequence Kant himself would have like to have avoided. This grotesque consequence, however, follows from Kant's exclusion of non-human animals from the full scope of morality. 
So it would be wise to do away with Kant's criterion of rationality as being a necessary condition for inherent value. By doing so, the principle comports more with our intuition that it is wrong to torture and slaughter people who have severe Down syndrome. Holding steadfast to Kant's original principle would only serve to undermine it both morally and epistemically (morally because it's obviously and directly—as opposed to merely indirectly—wrong to torture and slaughter the mentally enfeebled; epistemically because such a principle  is incredibly unintuitive and, more controversially, I don't see how traditional or Neo Kantians have provided the metaethical backing for such a principle). We will say, instead, that "humanity" in Kant's principle is to be understood as referring to humanity, whether those humans be rational or not. This understanding of the principle certainly better comports with our belief that it is wrong to torture and kill severely mentally enfeebled humans for our ends. At bottom, someone with severe Down syndrome is just as inherently valuable as an Albert Einstein. This is intuitive.
1.3 The Kantian exclusion of non-human animals (the problem from consistency)

The formula of humanity, so far in this paper, has seen its first growing pains. Kant and many of his followers restrict the formula of humanity to rational humans and rational humans only. However, there are humans who do not meet the criterion of rationality (such as those humans with severe Down syndrome), but we nevertheless recognize that they are individuals of inherent worth. This intuition is strong—much stronger than the formula of humanity as narrowly conceived. So our understanding of the formula of humanity has widened, but still stops short of any radical beliefs concerning the inherent value of, say, a cow or pig. I think many who reflect on this issue are happy to stop at this point: "Humans, whether they be rational or not, are inherently valuable, but the same is not true for non-human animals." A philosophically-inclined person should not be happy to stop there, though, for there's a problem still lurking. With his trademark prose, Arthur Schopenhauer points toward the problem as such,

Genuine morality is outraged by the proposition that beings devoid of reason (hence 
animals) are things and therefore should be treated merely as means that are not at the same 
an end. [Arthur Schopenhauer "The Basis of Morality"]


Under Schopenhauer's screed, the reasoning behind such incredulity goes back to at least Porphyry's challenge to the Stoics, as Daniel Dombrowski notes:

If we suggest that sentiency is an insufficient standard for being justly treated, we eliminate many of our own species who live by sense alone, without reason (alogon). And if we ''lower" our standards to include all human beings, we must be willing to include animals capable of sensation, among which would be cows, pigs, and chickens. At this point a defender of the Stoics would either have to admit his inconsistency or abandon his opposition to infanticide, mercy killings of the retarded, and so on. Hardly a nice position to find oneself in! [Daniel Dombrowski "The Philosophy of Vegetarianism"]


In finding ourselves running up against the argument from marginal cases, we are facing a problem of consistency (as Dombrowski himself has noted, the argument from marginal cases has also been referred to as "the argument from moral consistency"). The argument holds that there is no morally relevant difference between all humans (specifically the marginal cases) and all non-human animals (specifically those we routinely consume, kill, and experiment upon) that permits the exploitation of the latter and not the former. There have been many responses to this argument, but none have "won general success," (thinkers and theories in ethics) and I have found none to be convincing. It is not within the scope of this paper to argue against all or even the most prominent responses to the argument from marginal cases, so I will proceed by accepting that there is no morally relevant difference between, say, a person with severe Down syndrome and a pig that would permit exploiting the latter and not the former.


My position so far, then, would establish the inherent value of pigs, cows, and many other non-human animals by 1) intuiting the inherent value of humans with the comparable cognitive capacities of many non-human animals and 2) remaining consistent in the face of the argument from marginal cases—we could not deny that cows have inherent value without also denying that severely mentally enfeebled humans have inherent value.


The worrisome question arises though as to whether the exclusion of non-human animals from the formula of humanity is more a question of consistency rather than, as was the case for non-rational humans, one of intuitions. Why I raise this as worrisome is that perhaps such an epistemic difference suggests something amiss with my inclusion of animal rights under ethical intuitionism. After all, the Kantian exclusion of non-rational humans rested on intuition alone, and so an intuitionist case could be present. Non-human animals, however, required the intuition concerning non-rational humans in addition to an argument from moral consistency to reach my conclusion. So, those epistemic differences being present, it may be that the inherent value of non-human animals rests outside the intuitionist case, and so the broader formula of humanity cannot be considered intuitionist. Only a formula of humanity that broadens halfway to include rational and non-rational humans can have an intuitive claim.


I believe, however, two responses are open. The first response is that why we lack a direct awareness of the inherent value of non-human animals, as opposed to our direct awareness of the inherent value of both rational and non-rational humans, is that our intuitions are heavily clouded by prejudice. This will by the main topic of section 2, so I will leave that be for now. The second response, and what I will expand upon now, is that I think, while keeping in mind qualifications that will be in the first response, we do have intuitions about the moral status of some non-human animals that are similar to our intuitions concerning the moral status of many non-rational humans. For the former intuitions, the paradigmatic example I have in mind is that of our intuitions concerning dogs and cats.
1.4 The Kantian exclusion of non-human animals (the problem from intuitions)

Problem of social conditioning vs intuition
2.1 The exclusion of animals: intuition vs prejudice

At this point, the formula of humanity started with only accounting for the inherent value of rational humans at the cost of denying the direct moral standing of non-rational individuals. This narrow account of the formula was rejected on the grounds that many non-rational humans (such as the severely mentally enfeebled) have inherent value, and such a fact is intuitive. The next step in broadening the principle came from the challenge of the argument from marginal cases. The AMC poses a challenge of consistency to those who would recognize the inherent value of many non-rational humans while also denying that non-human animals have inherent value. I grant that the AMC is sound, and so, as a matter of consistency, we should conclude that many non-human animals, such as cows, pigs, and sheep, have inherent value as well. Further, prior to the AMC, we can intuit the inherent value of many non-human animals, such as dogs and cats. This, however, leads to a problem and, in turn, a response to this problem that I briefly mentioned in section 1.3.


The problem previously mentioned is that, while non-rational humans and their inherent value have a claim to intuition, this is not the case for non-human animals. I argued, however, we do intuit the inherent value of some non-human animals, such as dogs and cats.
3.1 The implications for animal ethics

Now I want to briefly comment on the implications of my view. There are at least two ways in which my view has something to say about animal ethics: one, we can clearly, distinctly, and directly see that many non-human animals are horribly exploited and abused and, further, we ought to stop this vicious treatment of them (no different than we ought to to stop if we exploited non-rational humans similarly); two, ethical intuitionism, as applied in animal ethics as a discipline, can provide animal ethicists and animal rights advocates a philosophical means by which to defend animal rights and those animals whose rights are violated.
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