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Does Peter Singer’s account of speciesism provide an accurate account of our society’s moral relationship towards animals?

In this essay I will argue that Peter Singer’s account of speciesism does provide an accurate account of our society’s moral relationship towards animals, looking at how our morals are anthropocentric and why this may not be the best way forward. I will also look at how we give value to both people and animals, as well as what defines a person.
To do this I will look at what Singer and other philosophers have to say on the matter, as well as looking at a selection of thought experiments and what they show us about value and its anthropocentric nature.

To start with I will explain what Peter Singer’s view is, put simply he states that we make moral judgements based on species, putting humans above animals in the majority of ethical issues. He goes onto say that this is an unfair and unethical way of resolving ethical problems and in the same way that if we were to make judgements based on one’s skin it would be racist, he says that to make judgements based on species is speciesist. To say that humans are superior to animals simply because we see ourselves as being more cognitively able and sentient is not strictly correct as there are many examples of animals being just as capable as humans, if not more so. Therefore we cannot always put humans above animals due to our sentience, Singer also says that animals have a preference to avoid pain and we should take this preference into account, furthermore there are animals that are aware of their continued existence; such as great apes, and so we should respect this as it means they must also have a preference towards their continued existence.
Singer says that personhood is important when looking at matters of ethical importance, as such he says that a person is someone that has a preference for their continued existence, as previously stated this includes some animals, but interestingly does not apply to very young children which does make this a bit ethically foggy as it were. This concept of personhood is one that can be widely used and helps to smooth out the wrinkles around certain ethical issues, animal rights and abortion in particular. Using this view of personhood and cognition Singer proposes that ‘we should drop the belief in the equal value of human life, replacing it with a graduated view that applies to animals as well as to humans’ (Singer, p567, 2009). This new view would mix the value of humans and animals, with some animals coming above certain humans, such as young children and the mentally retarded, as their cognitive abilities will not be equal to that of other humans so should not be valued in the same way.
This is undoubtedly a very harsh view and a rather uncomfortable one as the way we currently treat animals is not a way most would dream of treating a human, regardless of their cognitive abilities. But perhaps this is where we should start when making changes to the way we ethically view things, if we don’t feel comfortable treating a less cognitively able human in a certain, should our feelings not extend to animals of an equal cognitive ability as this human? As to whether this would bring about a more ethical society is still very much up for debate, but to grant more ethical value to great apes and other animals with a higher level of sentience surely can not be a bad thing. 
This view helps to move away from an anthropocentric view of ethics in which humans were the only ones to have any value, a view that was accepted in the past but now is contested as science is able to prove that intelligence of nonhumans, meaning that any academic wanting to claim otherwise simply will not be listened to, as such views that are less anthropocentric and lean more towards sentientism are favoured. This is aided by the rise of the new materialities within anthropology which give a view that is rather radicle in some regards but also allows for value to be given to everything and makes for an ethical view in which everything should be considered, a rather tiring way of living I have no doubt and one that is likely to ultimately fail as you end up starving yourself to allow for a plant’s preference towards continued existence.

A response to Singer is that the only value that nonhumans have is the value that humans give to them, it is not intrinsic value so has little place in ethical discussions. Yes, it may still be true that nonhumans have preferences, but we can value the human preference above that of the nonhuman because we only value it for our own reasons, not because the preference has any value of its own, unlike the preferences of other humans. As such Singer’s idea of speciesism, though undeniably accurate, doesn’t mean anything, the reason animals are considered on a different level to humans is because the only value they have is that which we have given them, be that as a pet or working animal. While humans have intrinsic value, as to say a person only has the value that others give to them is a little odd, so though speciesism is technically correct it is not something radicle that will change the face of ethics, it merely states the obvious.
This response is not the strongest and only works is ethics is anthropocentric, something which it seems may not be accurate, as there are many examples of sentient animals acting in certain ways and expressing emotions in ways that it was previously thought only humans could. So, with rejecting an anthropocentric view we must also reject the idea that humans are the only ones to have intrinsic value. 
An interesting alternative to the anthropocentric view, which I am personally drawn to, is a more nihilistic view by which nothing has any intrinsic value. From this, humans are just as worthless as everything else, which essentially makes everything equal. For nihilist ethics acting morally is merely useful, and thus treating animals fairly can be seen to be beneficial too, though arguably this isn’t necessarily the best way of acting as the intentions may not be as good as they could be.

Another response to Singer is that, though at least some animals have the cognitive ability to be considered equal to humans they lack the ability to act morally. This is not because they can not undertake moral actions, but instead that they can not live a moral life as they have no understanding of it. ‘While many of their actions are virtuous, animals are not moral beings because these actions are not part of a moral life’ (Sapontzis, pg.50, 1980). The idea of moral life merely refers to being able to be aware of living in a moral way and acting as such, so as nonhumans can not be said to live moral lives as they are unaware of what a moral life is. This shows that just because some nonhumans have equal cognitive ability to humans it does not mean that they are able to have an in depth understanding of what morality is. This point means that taking nonhumans into account in moral issues is not necessary as they are deemed as amoral, and no number of examples showing their moral behaviour can change this as they will still ultimately lack the ability to live a moral life.
A reply to this is that, though animals are not able to live moral life, those that are able to live a moral life should not use this as an excuse to simply treat them as means to an end as they still have the cognitive ability to have a preference against pain or for their prolonged existence. ‘Not striving to fulfill an ideal way of life, is, as in the cases of the holy and the kind-hearted, not a sufficient reason to justify beings who can act morally treating these animals merely as means to satisfying needs and desires’ (Sapontzis, pg.52, 1980), those who are able to act morally should do so whether the being they are acting in a moral way towards is able to understand moral actions or not, as the actor can understand and to ignore this knowledge would be to act in an immoral way. 

To return to the point of value and how it plays an important part in how we solve ethical issues, I will look at 2 thought experiments. Both use the example of plants, and not nonhuman animals, but the outcomes should be the same, and if one is willing to give value to flora it follows that they would give it to fauna too as fauna is often seen as above flora on a value scale as nonhuman animals have cognitive capacities whereas plants do not.
The first thought experiment states that the last man on earth chops down the last tree on earth for no reason, the rest of the planet is dead, and they are the only living things left. The experiment suggests that we would find something wrong with the man cutting down the tree, and that this shows that the tree has some value in and of itself and so it and its preference for a prolonged existence should be taken into account when resolving ethical issues.
This of course only works if we do conclude that there is anything wrong with cutting down the tree, from an anthropocentric view the tree only has extrinsic value and so cutting it down if perfectly permissible and from a nihilist view neither the man nor the tree have value so the death of either of them is meaningless and so both would be acceptable. So, does the tree have value or is it something else that makes the act of cutting it down for no reason seem wrong?
The second though experiment may help to clear this up. It uses the example of 2 planets, one of which has no life, much like Mars, the other only has plants life. There is a rocket in orbit that contains humans, these humans can shoot a missile at the plant planet and make it the same as the dead planet. Once again there seems to be something wrong with destroying the life planet, and so the plants must have some value in and of themselves, but is this really the case?
The one factor that appears in the both examples is that the act of destruction is meaningless and without reason, it seems far more likely that the wrongness that is seemingly present in both thought experiments stems from this and not from the apparent intrinsic value of non-sentient life. So, what does this mean for Peter Singer’s speciesism? Well it shows that humans seem to give value to life and have an aversion to its needless destruction, this can be used to give some form of value to nonhuman animals and potentially back up his idea a graduated system of ethical value.

In conclusion, it does seem that Singer is onto something with his proposed graduated system to negate speciesism, though it runs into trouble when attempting to put some nonhuman animals equal to humans as, though they can undertake moral actions, they are unable to understand moral theory and what it is to live a moral life. The idea of deliberately living a moral life is seemingly something that only humans have the capacity to do as, even the most cognitively able nonhuman animals are still unable to show an understanding of what it is to be moral and as such can not be considered morally equal to humans. Though speciesism should still be taken into account when humans undertake moral actions as it can help to prevent anthropocentric views being spread as it does not allow for an accurate representation of how the world is. 
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