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ABSTRACT

A PLURALISTIC HUMEAN ENVIRONMENTAL ETHIC:
DEALING WITH THE INDIVIDUALISM-HOLISM PROBLEM

By

Jason P. Matzke

Environmental ethicists often argue for ethical holism, granting moral standing to
ecosystems and species. However, this conflicts with traditional ethics and commonsense
which attribute moral standing to individual organisms based on characteristics wholes do
not possess, such as sentience or autonomy. Despite the apparent inconsistencies
between these two approaches, any acceptable holistic environmental ethic must account
also for these individual-oriented convictions. This is the individualism-holism problem.
Marry Anne Warren and J. Baird Callicott have each offered solutions which they claim
are monistic in that they provide a single systematic approach which can generate one
right answer to each moral dilemma. I synthesize their views and reinterpret them as a
pluralistic Humean environmental ethic, one which ameliorates but cannot fully eliminate
the conflict.

Warren proposes a number of moral principles reflecting multiple sources of
value which confer moral standing to both individuals and wholes. This, she argues,
avoids the need for both higher level theories, which engender problematic conflicts
between individualism and holism, and pluralism, which comes dangerously close to
relativism. Callicott develops a community model in which the moral standing of various

entities, and the strength of our corresponding obligations, is determined by their roles



within nested circles of communities. His work builds on both Hume and Aldo Leopold
by arguing that our increased ecological awareness should inform our sentiments in ways
that incline us to include ecosystems and their constituent parts in our moral community.
Warren’s principles—revised here in light of my contention that interests play the central
role in determining the moral standing of individual organisms—provide substance to
Callicott’s otherwise more abstract approach. Callicott’s work, in turn, provides
theoretical coherence for Warren’s principles.

Humean sentimentalism, however, is open to the charge of relativism, especially
since Hume’s appeal to universal agreement on central moral values and beliefs cannot be
sustained in a world so obviously diverse. I respond by arguing that Humean
sentimentalism can be reinterpreted pluralistically. Differences in experience and culture
prevent universal agreement, but the common experience of living as humans in this
world, with its particularities, limits the range of acceptable alternatives. Furthermore,
because reason informs sentiment, there are grounds for critically assessing Humean
moral claims.

Despite Callicott’s and Warren’s rejection of pluralism, I argue that in making
room for difference, their views become more consistent with the Humean insight that
ethics exists only in the context ;>f experience. A pluralistic approach to moral reasoning
provides an alternative to the continuing theoretical and practical stalemate between
individualists and holists. It allows room for both sets of concerns in theory building and
encourages compromise as a morally justifiable, not simply a politically efficacious,
solution to practical dilemmas. Choices may have ethical remainders, but neither side of

a debate can so easily insist that compromise threatens their moral integrity.
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CHAPTER 1

PLURALISM AND THE INDIVIDUALISM-HOLISM PROBLEM

Introduction

Environmental thought in America has developed through several, sometimes
interweaving strands: the Judeo-Christian stewardship tradition emphasizing care of
God’s creation, the nature mysticism and aestheticism of the likes of John Muir, and the
utilitarianism or “wise-use” approach of Gifford Pinchot’s Forest Service, among others.
This diversity has been drastically narrowed in the relatively young field of academic
environmental ethics in what has sometimes appeared as a discipline-wide consensus that
we are in need of a “new ethic” to replace the overly anthropocentric and individualistic
thrust of Western ethics.! It is claimed that extensions of traditional codes of ethics
governing human-human relationships are unable to justify the desired level of protection
of nature. The proposed alternative is ecocentrism, or environmental holism, in which
ecosystems, rather than their individual constituent parts, have intrinsic value and hence
moral standing. In J. Baird Callicott’s words, “nothing less than a sweeping
philosophical overhaul—not just of ethics, but of the whole Western world view—is
mandated”; ecosystems are to be the “locus of intrinsic value.” Aldo Leopold’s

injunction to evaluate actions according to the extent to which they protect the “integrity,

'See for example: Richard Sylvan (Routley), “Is There a Need for a New, an Environmental Ethic?”
Environmental Philosophy: From Animal Rights to Radical Ecology, ed. Michael E. Zimmerman, et al.
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1993), 12-21.

2J. Baird Callicott, “Introduction: The Real Work.” In Defense of the Land Ethic: Essays in
Environmental Philosophy (Albany: State U of New York P, 1989), 3.



stability, and beauty of the biotic community,” is the often cited mantra of contemporary
holistic environmental ethics.

A growing number of authors have more recently, however, been calling for a
second major shift in how philosophers should think about the environmental. On their
view, the single-minded focus on environmental holism* has left academic theorists
isolated from those working to solve problems “on the ground.” Rather than spending all
of our effort trying to develop the single right version of holism and defending it against
individualism, we should make room for diverging beliefs and competing values. In
order to maximize our effect on policy, this should involve focusing on those views
which already enjoy currency in public debates—perhaps traditional individualistic and
anthropocentric approaches.” The search for the one right version of holism regarding
ecologically complex entities, has done little to further solutions to real world problems.®
Holism has so far not captured the public’s imagination, and environmental activists
continue to operate with a wide range of arguments (including holism) in support of their

cause, largely ignoring the work of academic philosophers.

3Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac (New York: Oxford U P, 1987), 224-25.

““Environmental holism,” or “ecocentrism,” refers to an eco-centered approach to ethics. It can be
contrasted both with “anthropocentrism” (or “homocentrism’), which refers to human-centered ethics, and
with “biocentrism,” which refers to life-centered ethics concerned with the moral standing of all individual
living organisms.

5Anthropocentrism is usually assumed to be individualistic since it is “human-centered,” and most Western
human-centered ethics are in fact individualistic. However, it is possible to have a human-centered holistic
ethic if human groups (perhaps cultures) are taken to be the primary locus of moral value.

%See, for example: Andrew Light and Eric Katz, “Introduction: Environmental Pragmatism and
Environmental Ethics as Contested Terrain,” Environmental Pragmatism, ed. Andrew Light and Eric Katz
(London: Routledge, 1996), 1-18; and Andrew Light, “Taking Environmental Ethics Public,”
Environmental Ethics: What Really Matters, What Really Works, ed. D. Schmidtz and E. Willott (Oxford:
Oxford U P, 2002), 556-66.



The new voices in environmental ethics are correct that the single-minded focus
on a holistic approach has limited the discipline’s impact on public policy and behavior.
This is largely because it fails to resonate with already held individualistic views and,
relatedly, because it leads to counterintuitive advice in cases where individuals and
wholes conflict. Holistic views are notoriously inept at accounting for the moral
standing, or moral considerability, of individuals. Positing standing for objects such as
ecosystems makes it difficult to account for the commonsense view that individual people
and nonhuman animals not only matter also, but perhaps matter most significantly.
Individual entities and wholes such as ecosystems seem too different in kind for a single
theory to cover both. Nevertheless, many of us want both: individual humans and
animals do count morally, as do ecosystems and species. Mark Sagoff points out the
difficulty of this position: “The [holistic] environmentalist would sacrifice the lives of
individual creatures to preserve the authenticity, integrity and complexity of ecological
systems. The [animal] liberationist . . . must be willing, in principle, to sacrifice the
authenticity, integrity and complexity of ecosystems to protect the rights, or guard the

lives, of animals.”’

Tom Regan, defending rights for animals, goes so far as to call
thorough-going environmental holism “environmental fascism” due to its allowing for the
sacrifice of individuals to further the good of ecosystems—on the holistic account,

humans have no more standing than do any other member of the biotic “team.”® The

"Mark Sagoff, “Animal Liberation and Environmental Ethics: Bad Marriage, Quick Divorce,”
Environmental Philosophy: From Animal Rights to Radical Ecology, ed. Michael E. Zimmerman, et al.
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1993) 90.

*Tom Regan, The Case for Animal Rights (Berkeley: U California P, 1983), 361-63. Regan admits that
things such as ecosystems might possess value that is not reducible to the stuff rights are concerned to
protect—namely interests—but claims that rights protect individuals in ways that cannot be overcome by
concerns not tied to rights. Rights outweigh other concerns, and ecosystems and species cannot have



problem for holists who think that individuals count too is, then, not merely of
developing a system locating moral worth in wholes, but of explaining how it is that
individual people and animals can nevertheless also enjoy acceptable levels of moral
considerability. A similar problem exists for individualists who think also that
ecosystems and species are morally considerable.

In light of the prima facie theoretical inconsistency between individualism and
holism, one might reason that because (i) two inconsistent theories cannot both be right,
(ii) the aim of environmental ethics is to develop ways of understanding which will
justify high levels of protection for ecosystems or species, and (iii) individualistic
accounts seem to fall short of this goal, then (iv) the correct theoretical approach is not
only holism, but a monistic holism: the moral considerability of ecosystems and species
is to be accounted for by a single, unifying theory focusing on wholes. The individualist
could reason similarly to a monistic individualism. Rather than arguing for one or the
other monistic theory, I will argue for a pluralistic account which makes room for both
holistic and individualistic elements, despite their seeming inconsistency. This means,
though, that in cases where these elements conflict there will not always be a single
correct answer demanding our compliance. Ethical pluralism, as I am using the term,
refers to the belief that there exists, as Susan Wolf puts it, “pockets of indeterminancy” in
moral reasoning: “No principle or decision procedure exists that can guarantee a unique
and determinate answer to every moral question involving a choice among different
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fundamental moral values or principles.”” This indeterminancy is due to rationally

(though individual trees might have) rights.

9Susan Wolf, “Two Levels of Pluralism,” Ethics 102.4 (1992): 785 and 788.



irreducible difference with respect to moral principles, values, beliefs, theories, and the
like. In the case at hand, there may be irresolvable conflicts among our beliefs regarding
the interests or well-being of various individuals and wholes.

Unfortunately, because it suggests the possibility of more than one acceptable
theory or set of principles, values, and the like, pluralism faces serious challenges. J.
Baird Callicott worries, for instance, that it will fail to provide guidance for action
because multiple resolutions to particular moral dilemmas will be the rule rather than, as
in a monistic account, the exception.'® Relatedly, it will seem overly relativistic for some
if it turns out that there is not only a plurality of principles and evaluations of particular
cases, but no covering-theory determining when to be individualistic and when to be
holistic, when to apply this set of principles as opposed to that, or how to weigh
competing claims. If these concerns can be answered, as I think they can, we may end up
with a vision of ethics which will better account for inter- and intra-personal clashes of
intuition and make compromise—and hence progress on real problems—more likely, as
disputants more readily recognize the possibility that opposing views might be of equal
moral legitimacy. If so, this will be of interest outside of environmental ethics as well.

In the remainder of this introductory chapter, I describe and defend my preferred
version of ethical pluralism and say more about the individualism-holism conflict in
environmental ethics. In Chapter Two, I explore what makes individual entities morally
considerable. I reject life, moral agency, and autonomy in favor of interests as the most
relevant property. In Chapter Three, I consider Mary Anne Warren’s principle-based

approach to solving the individualism-holism problem. She provides us with principles

193, Baird Callicott, “The Case Against Moral Pluralism,” Environmental Ethics 12.2 (1990): 109 and 110.



based largely on different sources of value, such as sentience and closeness of
relationships. Warren’s work is noteworthy because she tries to account for our
commonsense intuitions regarding both individuals and wholes without subscribing to
pluralism and succumbing to the related worries of relativism. I suggest some revisions
and a reordering of her principles to reflect the conclusions of Chapter Two and argue
that something more is needed at a higher theoretical level. That something more is
provided by Callicott’s Humean concentric circles model discussed in the subsequent
chapters. I also argue in these later chapters that this Humean model is best interpreted in
pluralistic terms, thus implicating Warren’s work in a pluralism she tries to avoid.
Following a brief discussion of John Muir’s and Gifford Pinchot’s competing
accounts of the value and protection of ecosystems, Chapter Four considers more closely
Callicott’s concentric circle approach to environmental ethics, which builds upon Aldo
Leopold’s “land ethic” and David Hume’s sentimentalist ethics. Like Warren, Callicott
defends a monistic account of ethics which he thinks adequately justifies moral
considerability to both individuals and wholes. I argue that Callicott’s approach ends up,
against his wishes, going too far in favoring individual humans and other entities over
ecosystems. To bolster his view, I suggest that we see nonhuman nature not only as an
object or collection of objects, but also as an element of our own self-conception or
understanding. This has the effect of making nonhuman nature more significant in our
moral community than Callicott’s original version seems to allow. Because Callicott’s
work (as well as my friendly addition) is best interpreted in Humean terms, I conclude the
chapter defending sentimentalist ethics against the charge of relativism. Chapter Five

returns to the issue of pluralism and argues that Callicott’s view, supplemented with



Warren-like principles, is best interpreted as a pluralistic ethic, due in particular to the
incommensurability of the individualistic and holistic elements. Although I have recast
both Warren’s and Callicott’s work, in the end I hope to have moved their project of
accounting for both individualistic and holistic concerns and intuitions further ahead.
Contrary to their stated wishes, however, this means that single correct answers to cases

pitting individuals and wholes against one another will often be lacking.

Ethical Pluralism

A triad of considerations typically motivates the call for pluralism: an
acknowledgment of diversity and the desire for both tolerance and the ability to rationally
criticize competing views. Noting the vast diversity of moral values and beliefs in the
world, pluralists object to the assumption of, for example, utilitarians and Kantians that
there is a single correct answer to each moral dilemma.'' They propose instead various
conceptions of ethics which have in common the belief that more than one set of
competing values, principles, theories, or judgments of particular cases can be morally
legitimate, but nevertheless rationally evaluated, whether the conflict is between people
or within a single person. This situation results from both the world being so complex
and our knowledge so finite that ‘we are incapable of decision, and the fact that some good
and important values, such as mercy and justice, may be inconsistent (not mutually
realizable) and incommensurable (not comparable on a single scale or reducible to a

common denominator) with one another.

""On my pluralistic interpretation of Callicott’s and Warren's work, utilitarianism and Kantianism retain at
least some of their explanatory and prescriptive roles in moral thinking. They cease being, however, all-
encompassing, singly correct moral theories.



It is important to note that a “plurality” of views can figure into monistic theories
in various ways as well without making them pluralistic in any interesting way. Kantians
might be faced with the choice of either telling the truth or harming someone, as in the
oft-cited example of having to decide whether or not to lie to the Gestapo about a Jewish
person hiding in one’s house. Utilitarians might admit that people have conflicting
desires. And followers of W. D. Ross will argue for a non-rankable, often conflicting, set
of prima facie moral principles. Nevertheless, these are all best described as monistic
approaches, as they have in common the aim of eliminating difference with respect to
evaluations of particular cases through the use of some unifying element. The categorical
imperative for Kantians, the principle of utility for utilitarians, and the details of
particular cases and our moral intuitions for Rossians, are supposed to provide one correct
answer to each moral quandary. It is not clear, however, that each of these theories
always succeeds in providing single correct answers. But if not, how is pluralism
different from monism?

A distinction is helpful here. Monism refers to the belief that there is a single
unifying theory or set of principles by which to evaluate particular situations. Absolutism
is the belief that there is one right answer to each of these situations. Although they are
not synonymous, these two concepts most often come as a pair. It is possible to have a
monistic theory that leads to no determinate, or unique, answer to particular cases. In
utilitarianism, for example, it is theoretically possible for two actions to result in the same
amount of overall happiness or desire satisfaction, or at least for us to be unsure, due to
the complexity of the world and our limited understanding, which act will lead to the best

outcome. Generally, however, those who are monists are so because they are looking for



a systemized way of evaluating particular cases which will in fact result in one,
unambiguous answer. Callicott, for one, is pushed towards monism not only by worries
of theoretical consistency, but also by the concern that pluralism does not provide specific
enough direction for action. The utilitarian can interpret even the case of two actions
resulting in equal utility in absolutist ways: the one right answer in such a case is to
choose one or the other act by flipping a coin or by some other random method,; the
obligation is to do at least one of these acts and doing one will leave no duty unfulfilled.
As Susan Wolf suggests, “In such cases, it seems rational to be indifferent about which
choice gets made—either decision would be (perfectly) fine.”'? In other cases, monists
might take the existence of more than one “right” answer under a particular ethical theory
as evidence not of rationally irreducible difference, but of the need for better theory or a
redescription of the situation in question. On a pluralistic account, differences of view
will not be so easily unified or reconciled.

It is unquestionable that there exists great diversity of beliefs, values, and
commitments among people throughout the world. From a typical Western perspective,
the outmoded Eskimo practice of killing normal healthy infants or putting their elderly
out on the ice to die sounds horrific. The Hindu prohibition against killing cows even
when people are underfed sounds odd at best. And the fundamentalist Islamic belief that
women should not be heard, and barely seen, in public seems a clear violation of human
dignity and rights. From a different perspective, the Western prohibition against eating

horses and dogs, the insistence on individual freedom, and the never ending accumulation

IzWolf, “Two Levels of Pluralism,” 788. See also: Ruth Barcan Marcus, “Moral Dilemmas and
Consistency,” The Journal of Philosophy 77.3 (1980): 126.



of material goods must seem strange, or even immoral. Some differences are fairly
specific, such as disagreements on the relative importance of freedom and equality; others
are best described in terms of world views. Lives built around, for example, the general
belief that good and evil are in constant flux and balance will differ substantially from
those built around the belief that evil can and must be vanquished. The differences will
be manifest in everything from attitudes regarding illness and death to understandings of
predator-prey relationships in nature.

Some of these differences may not, upon reflection, be specifically moral in
character," but might instead merely reflect customs, manners, or culturally embedded
preferences, as do, for example, expectations regarding gift giving and paying gratuity for
various services. These sorts of differences do not pose particular challenges to us.
Promise keeping, helping those in need, and treating others with respect are, however,
primarily moral concerns. There is, of course, much disagreement about what makes a
claim a moral claim. But whatever it turns out to be, one element is likely to be some
sense of universality, or at least intended universality. Even in a pluralistic account, the
claim that it is right to do x (or wrong to do x, as the case may be) is usually intended to
mean that anyone in a similar enough situation would be right to do x, or one of the
legitimate alternatives. All mus; act within limits of morally acceptable behavior, even
though the alternatives may be mutually inconsistent.

The above examples of diverse beliefs and values are in one sense merely

descriptive facts about the world—what John Rawls calls “the fact of pluralism as

Bl am using “ethics” and “morality” interchangeably.

10



such.”' In another sense, phrases like “should not” and “violation of human dignity and
rights” point also to the underlying prescriptive intent. How, though, could it be both
morally acceptable and unacceptable to kill healthy infants, consume certain animals but
not others, or oppress different people on account of their race or gender? What are we to
make of this diversity when it involves claims that are, presumably, advanced as
universal? One obvious choice is to dismiss this difference as the result of our human
cognitive failings and to continue to look for the single correct set of moral truths. Under
this view, at least one side of each dispute is mistaken, even if we are unsure which. A
pragmatic pluralism might be in order here: because we are not (yet) sure who, in some
disputes, is correct, we should allow for the possible legitimacy of each and seek
compromise, flip a coin, or vote. An alternative is to claim that the legitimacy of moral
norms and the systems of which they are a part are relative to particular cultures; to act
morally just means acting according to the norms of one’s society. The choice is between
a unifying monism (with its corresponding tendency to absolutism) on the one hand, and
cultural relativism on the other. Proponents of each camp might recognize the fact of
diversity in the world with respect to moral values and beliefs, but differ in the extent to
which they prefer either to be able to critically evaluate or to be tolerant of these views.
The choice at this point is between the belief that there is a culturally transcendent
evaluative schema and the belief that there are no such objective moral standards by
which to evaluate culturally embedded moral claims.

Monism and relativism are each, however, plagued with problems. The monist is

challenged to defend his or her particular ethical theory from counterexamples pointing to

"“John Rawils, Political Liberalism (New York: Columbia U P, 1993), 36.

11



the preferability of an alternative monistic ethic, as is commonly seen in the never-ending
exchange between Kantians and utilitarians. They also must explain why it is that we
seem as far as ever from finding a single, agreed-upon moral theory which yields or
reflects acceptable commonsense evaluations of particular situations.'* Furthermore, the
notion of tolerance must be limited for monists. At most, it can involve a pragmatic
acknowledgment of our uncertainty and a corresponding prohibition against forcing one’s
views upon (albeit, misguided) others. Alternatively, culturally relative differences might
be dismissed as disagreements about things not specifically moral in character. Genuine
tolerance, in the sense of acknowledging the legitimacy of competing views (even within
a single person), is not an option for the monist.

In contrast, the ethical relativist will say that even distinctly moral claims are
relative to groups, and that claims to universalism are false. Tolerance is, then, to be
expected. However, cultural relativism, understood as the view that any standard of

evaluating moral choices is culturally bound,' suffers from more objectionable problems

BUtilitarians are particularly adept at responding to counter examples (e.g., that utilitarianism would
require us to kill innocent people if this would maximize utility) by either reformulating utilitarianism itself
(as in the shift from act to rule utilitarianism) or by redescribing the situation in question to show that
utilitarianism would not in fact conflict with commonsense views. One could, for example, change the
outcome of a utility calculation by changing the number of people whose interests are significant enough to
be considered (perhaps by changing what “significant enough” means) or by altering the length of time
over which an action’s effects are to be measured. Too often, though, such solutions seem ad hoc—it is
wrong to kill innocent people not because of utilitarian consequences, but because people matter in and of
themselves. Utilitarians might argue that convicting innocent people for crimes in order to appease the
public is wrong because this would not maximize utility—the fear it would cause among the population
would outweigh any potential benefit. But even if this is true, it is only contingently so. Changing
circumstances could justify or even require—contrary to commonsense views—the conviction of innocent
people on utilitarian grounds.

'When I refer to “relativism” or to the “worry of relativism,” I have in mind any extreme version of the
claim that beliefs and values are relative to cultures such that there are no standards by which we can make
cross cultural evaluations. There may be more moderate versions of relativism where many things are
relative to cultures but where there will nonetheless be some means by which beliefs and actions can be
critically appraised within and between groups. Presumably, even the utilitarian will find that many
preferences are culturally relative. This need not mean, however, that there are no standards of

12



than does the typical monistic theory: it fails to make sense of moral progress, it leaves
no room for praise of reformers, it raises serious questions regarding which groups get to
count as the bearers of moral standards, and most importantly, it paralyzes our ability to
rationally criticize practices such as spousal abuse or genocide done within the confines
of a different culture. Furthermore, even the claimed virtue of tolerance is left without
the grounding purported by some relativists: tolerance toward other cultures is the
morally correct attitude only if one’s culture happens to say it is so. Individual relativism
can avoid the problem of which social groups get to count since the importance of
cultures disappears as each individual becomes the locus of moral validity. But for this
very reason, this version of relativism eliminates any hope of rational moral reasoning
and criticism even within cultures.

Ethical pluralism, carefully constructed, is one way out of this impasse: we can
acknowledge diversity while both acting with tolerance and retaining the means to
rationally criticize divergent views. We can respect difference at the levels of evaluations
of particular actions, principles, theories, and even worldviews while thinking there
nonetheless exist some standards by which to evaluate such claims.!” Good and
important values, principles, and the like, sometimes (perhaps offen) conflict in ways

irresolvable by reason alone. Rawls calls this “reasonable pluralism” in contrast to the

evaluation—the principle of utility would retain its critical edge. These more moderate versions of
relativism pose no threat to either traditional ethical theories or to the Humean pluralism I am defending
here.

""Notice, this is anti-monistic because it does not seek a single theory or set of principles by which to

evaluate each case (or which reflects prior evaluations of cases), and it is anti-absolutist in that it
anticipates more than one right answer to particular moral dilemmas.
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mere “fact of pluralism as such.”'® The difficulty is describing pluralism in a way that
allows for a range of possible views, yet sets limits of acceptability for this range, despite
the fact that many of the legitimate possible views will be inconsistent or
incommensurable.

Pluralists need not give up the notion of moral truth, but believe that, as Wolf puts
it, “though there may be a moral truth, the truth will be more complicated than one might
have wished—complicated, specifically, in such a way as to make the answers to certain
questions indeterminate.”'® In this brief description can be found two different sources
of, or perhaps even two different sorts of, moral pluralism—Wolf acknowledges that
sometimes we are simply mistaken in our beliefs, but argues that this does not mean that
always one of a set of competing views must be wrong.’ An epistemological
interpretation would claim that life is too complex and our knowledge too finite to always
be able to determine single correct answers to moral quandaries. An ontological
interpretation, on the other hand, would have it that sometimes single right answers are
unavailable even in cases where our knowledge is complete. It is not always clear which
is at play in any particular case, and in fact, both may be.

In his seminal defense of pluralism, Isaiah Berlin argues that it is not always due

to our human insufficiencies that rationally irreducible conflict remains, but rather, it is

18Rawls, Political Liberalism, 36. 1 will use “diversity” (or some similar word) where Rawls uses “the fact
of pluralism,” to refer to the descriptive fact of the existence of diverse views and beliefs. I will stick with
his term “reasonable pluralism” to refer to the evaluation of such differences as rationally irreducible, and
will use “ethical pluralism” (or simply “pluralism™) to refer to the meta-ethical position that there are no
unifying, or monistic, theories or sets of principles by which we can order or unify all of the reasonable, or
legitimate differences in order to generate singly correct answers to particular cases.

l"Wolf, “Two Levels of Pluralism,” 789.

O1bid., 787.

14



because “not all the supreme values pursued by mankind now and in the past were
necessarily compatible with one another.” For him, a world of objective values exists,
but these values often clash.” This suggests that Berlin thought of pluralism under the
ontological interpretation since the incommensurability or incompatibility of values is
evident with no claimed lack of knowledge. Without deciding here what exactly “moral
truth” means, we can take pluralism to be roughly the view that good and important
values sometimes conflict in rationally irreducible ways, for both the epistemological and
ontological reasons, such that more than one right answer may exist for particular moral
quandaries.? Moral pluralism thus does not imply that there are no wrong answers, nor
that all the acceptable ones are equally so.?

Two clarifying comments are in order before proceeding further. First, rationally
irreducible difference can occur among beliefs and values of different people or within
the set held by a single person. In either case, the source of conflict may be
epistemological or ontological. This means there could be difference between people due
to their different experiences, psychological predispositions, and cultural settings which
would be reducible if only our understanding were not so limited. Alternatively (though

not necessarily exclusively so), these differences—again, perhaps due to different

2 Isaiah Berlin, “The Pursuit of the Ideal” The Proper Study of Mankind: An Anthology of Essays (New
York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1997), 7-11.

2Moral truth means minimally that “X is morally right” has a truth value, or is not simply an assertion of
personal preference or Kantian hypothetical imperative. The Humean account appealed to later naturalizes
ethics, thereby taking out some of the mystery from the notion of moral claims being objectively true or
false. For Hume, moral claims in such an account come from humans living human lives with particular
needs and desires, and do not exist independent of moral agents’ experiences.

2 am indebted to Martin Benjamin, who, in both class and private conversations, led me to this particular
description of moral pluralism.
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experiences, predispositions, and the like—may involve inconsistencies or
incommensurabilities of equally good and important values not reducible even in light of
all the relevant information. Similarly, beliefs and values within a single person may be
at odds due to the inability to sort out the more from the less correct or desirable ones, or
to their inherent incompatibility. It is likely that all four of these phenomena occur. In
fact, the intra-personal pluralism (epistemological or ontological) is likely to provide
some of the explanation for the existence of inter-personal pluralism. To the extent that
each of us is unsure of, or comes to different understandings of, the proper arrangement
or balance between mercy and justice, or freedom and equality, differences between
people will likely arise. This would be especially the case between those who do not
share cultural settings or experiences.

The second clarifying point has to do with the “levels” of moral thinking at which
differences could generate pluralism. We might sometimes talk of pluralism as existing,
or being located, at the level of world views, theories, principles, or the like. We may
have, for instance, a variety of principles (both within and between people), unordered by
a covering theory with which we can evaluate particular cases. This is an example of
moral pluralism (or an interesting example) on my description only if this arrangement
leads to diverse judgments abou; particular cases. Similarly, differences at the level of
moral theory could lead to pluralism if this difference is rationally irreducible and would
result in different judgments of particular cases, whether through divergent sets of
principles or not. The source of pluralism could also be located right at the level of moral
intuitions regarding particular cases quite independent of articulated principles or theory.

Such difference would likely be traceable to (perhaps very unarticulated) differences of
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worldview, religion, etc., which impact one’s beliefs regarding, for example, sources of
value in the world. Pluralism, then, could occur in various ways, have different sources,
and can be both intra- or inter-personal.

Possible objections to pluralism include the claims that it is not well motivated or
needed, and that it leads to unwanted consequences. I will discuss the following
criticisms: (a) the argument in favor of pluralism from the existence of moral dilemmas
is seriously flawed, (b) having not yet found the one right monistic moral theory does not
mean that it does not exist, (c) diversity of moral beliefs and values can be accounted for
without pluralism, and (d) pluralism leads to relativism.

It may be argued first that a major motivation for pluralism—the existence of
moral dilemmas—is fatally flawed. “Moral dilemmas” refers here to rationally
irresolvable moral conflicts where choosing any option means leaving the remaining
option(s) wrongly undone. The existence of such conflicts, the pluralist claims, points to
differences of values and beliefs that are unresolvable, or un-orderable, by a single
unifying theory or set of principles. Others, though, have argued that such dilemmas
cannot exist because we are obligated to do only that which it is possible to do, and it is
impossible to do both of a pair of incompatible actions. Hence, this ground for moral
pluralism looks blocked.

An example of a possible moral dilemma is suggested (though in the end,
rejected) by Alan Donagan: In Judges 11, Jephthah promises to God that he will sacrifice
the first living creature he sees upon returning from battle, but to his horror his daughter
runs out to greet him before he sees any of his livestock. Jephthah realizes that he would

be doing wrong whether he kills his daughter to fulfill a promise to God or refrains from
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killing her, thereby breaking his promise to God.”* Examples more common to our own
lives include making (even in good faith) two promises only to find out that they cannot
both be fulfilled. In such circumstances, choices, it is sometimes said, are not made
without ethical remainder. This is the case not only when the choices are equal in moral
importance, but also when one act seems to be more strongly required. Even in this latter
case, failing to do at least one of the actions amounts to at least one of our duties
remaining wrongly unfulfilled.

There as been much debate regarding the existence of moral dilemmas. Some
take the guilt we often feel when we are unable to fulfill two jointly unfulfillable duties as
confirmation of the existence of such dilemmas. Pluralists then sometimes use the
existence of moral dilemmas as evidence against monistic theories since such theories
typically promise (at least implicitly) single correct answers to moral quandaries. There
are at least three options here: either (a) moral dilemmas exist and we should feel guilty,
(b) moral dilemmas exist but we should not (or need not) feel guilty, or (c) moral
dilemmas do not exist.

It has been suggested in favor of option (c) that exception clauses can be added to
principles or that principles can be rank ordered to resolve any apparent dilemmas. Ruth
Barcan Marcus rejects these twc; possibilities: “What is incredible in such solutions is the
supposition that we could arrive at a complete set of rules, priorities, or qualifications

which would, in every possible case, unequivocally mandate a single course of action.””

X Alan Donagan, “Moral Dilemmas, Genuine and Spurious: A Comparative Anatomy,” Ethics 104.1
(1993): 15-16. Donagan does not think that genuine moral dilemmas exist.

»Marcus, “Moral Dilemmas and Consistency,” 124.
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Her reaction seems on target—it is unlikely that principles, much less the values the
principles embody, such as liberty, equality, beneficence, and mercy, can be so neatly
arranged or specifically tailored as to avoid what appear to be dilemmas. A second way
of supporting option (c)’s rejection of moral dilemmas is to conclude that contradictory
obligations are “an indispensable sign that a particular theory is defective,” rather than a
sign of actual moral dilemmas.”® This, however, seems to be more of an assertion than an
argument. There is no way, short of a monist theory eliminating what seem to be moral
dilemmas, to know if the problem resides in the theories we construct or in the world. It
is not clear that either side has the edge here, though the lack of an agreed upon order and
further specification of principles, as well as the existence of feelings of guilt regardless
of which option is chosen point to the existence of moral dilemmas.

The more serious objection to the argument from moral dilemmas to pluralism
involves the philosophical adage that “ought implies can.” We cannot be obligated to do
the impossible, which in this case would be to fulfill two mutually exclusive or
inconsistent duties. Therefore, any guilt we feel upon making a choice in such a situation
is needless—we can feel guilty, but we are not in fact guilty of a wrong. I take this
objection to be damaging. There are cases where we should feel guilty when we fail to
uphold two mutually exclusive d;lties, but these are cases in which the dilemma exists
because of some prior wrong we committed. This occurs when we, for example,
knowingly promise both to our children to spend Saturday playing ball with them and to
our boss that we will come into work that day. The wrong lies, however, not so much in

our leaving undone something we were unable to do, but in promising to do something

2"Donagan, “Moral Dilemmas, Genuine and Spurious: A Comparative Anatomy,” 13.
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we knew we could not do. In situations where we are confronted with, but are not
responsible for, what appear to be dilemmas, the ought implies can adage suggests that if
we do our best and fulfill the more weighty of the two duties, we are guilty of no wrong.
In cases when the duties are equal in weight, we should use some fair (perhaps random)
decision procedure to make the choice. In either case, although we might have a duty to
do two acts individually, we do not have a duty to fulfill the conjoined duties if such
would be impossible. In this way, they are like prima facie duties.”

The non-existence of faultless moral dilemmas, however, does not entail monism
or absolutism. It may be true that moral dilemmas do not exist where this means that by
doing only one of two (or more) mutually inconsistent actions, each of which is one’s
duty, one duty remains wrongly unfulfilled. Moral dilemmas of a more general sort,
however, surely do exist and do suggest pluralism. Even if we cannot be held morally
accountable for not fulfilling both of a pair of inconsistent duties, it may sometimes be
that prior to a decision either option would have been the correct choice. Monism, or
more precisely, the aim of absolutism which motivates monism, would have it that if this
were the case, it would be the exception rather than the rule, and that problems with our
theories would be to blame. A Kantian theory which tells us never to lie but always to
protect the innocent should be aitered to avoid leading to a dilemma. In contrast, the
pluralist insists that rationally irreducible conflicts, both between people and within single

persons, is a permanent and ubiquitous feature of our world. The existence of moral

771t is true that commonsense morality would have us try to make amends to the party whose interests went
unfulfilled due to our choosing the other of two options in an apparent dilemma. However, this is
generally the case where we are, or might appear to be, at fault in the origin of the apparent dilemma. In
other cases, the need to make amends is due to the general prescription to help those in need, especially
those close to us, who usually happen to also be those most effected by our daily choices.
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dilemmas of this more general sort (hereafter, “moral quandaries™) is what the pluralist
needs, not moral dilemmas in which there is the possibility of ethical remainder.

In summary, then, on the narrow view of moral dilemmas, option (c), which
denies the existence of the dilemmas, seems correct. On the more general (and
commonsense) definition of moral dilemmas (what we are now calling “moral
quandaries™), option (a) is correct when the situation is due to our own wrongdoing, and
option (b) is correct when we are blameless—aguilt is an appropriate response when, and
only when, a moral dilemma exists due to some fault of our own. Eliminating moral
dilemmas in the narrow sense does not, I have argued, pose a problem for the necessity of
pluralism, while the existence of moral quandaries is a strike against moral monism.

A second complaint regarding the lack of motivation for pluralism points out that
the fact that we have not yet found the one right monistic theory does not entail its
nonexistence. No human knowledge is complete; perhaps we have not yet been clever
enough or worked hard enough to find what we are looking for. This may well be the
case, but given the inability thus far of any particular monistic approach to win the day,
we should at least explore the option of pluralism. The monistic theories most widely
accepted contain many important insights, and any pluralistic theory ought to take
seriously what we have learned from the likes of Kantian, utilitarian, religious, and care
ethics, recognizing, however, that there are many inconsistencies between them. Of
course, we should seek theoretical consistency where possible, and it might end up that a
monistic theory will emerge through the struggle to arrive at a coherent pluralistic
account as the inconsistencies are worked out; pluralism would turn out to have arisen

from epistemological and not ontological sources. But aiming specifically to reduce all
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difference to a single unifying theory has so far been a dead end.

One might object additionally that pluralism is not needed because diversity can
be accepted in monistic theories without always resorting to the claim that at least one of
a set of competing views is wrong. In a different context, Rachels argues that it often
only appears that moral views diverge across cultures. The contexts in which people live
and differences in non-moral beliefs are the cause of this illusion. Eskimo infanticide, for
example, looks much less inconsistent with Western moral views once we note the
harshness of their environment and real difficulty of providing enough food for additional
children. Eskimo people do not in fact care less for each other or think less of human life
and suffering. Similarly, the Hindu prohibition against killing and eating cows makes
moral sense from any perspective once it is realized that for them these cows may be
reincarnated relatives.?® Pluralism, then, is not needed—moral differences are reducible
to religious, metaphysical, or situational differences.

Rachels appears to be largely right about these cases, but it seems likely that there
are others that involve differences not so easily reducible. Consider for instance Berlin’s
examples of freedom and equality, and Roman vs. Christian virtues. In the first case, we
are faced with conflict between two primary values, and as such, our worries about how
to balance them cannot, on the fz;ce of it, be reducible to simpler elements. Furthermore,

conflicts regarding primary values such as these can occur within a single person,

2James Rachels, The Elements of Moral Philosophy 3" ed. (Boston: McGraw-Hill, 1999), 27-29. Rachels
is not here arguing against pluralism, but against cultural relativism. His examples demonstrate a
significant overlap of values between cultures despite what looks initially to be evidence that even
judgments regarding such serious matters as taking another’s life are relative to culture. The pluralists can
take from Rachels’ discussion the lesson that there are enough shared values to provide common ground by
which to criticize other views.
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severely limiting Rachels’ approach which points out that some apparent moral
disagreement disappear as we note situational differences or differences in nonmoral
belief. In the case involving Roman and Christian virtues—one emphasizing courage and
justice and the other compassion and mercy—we find not only inconsistent sets, but
alternative rankings of virtues. This differs from Rachels’ examples where moral
disagreement disappears once the relevant situations are better described.

The differences between Roman and Christian virtues might, though, be traceable
to different religious or metaphysical views. But locating the source of a moral
disagreement in religious or metaphysical beliefs does not eliminate the moral
disagreement. We are still faced with a moral conflict: we must still decide what we
ought to do or what kind of people we wish to be. It is not that these different groups of
people share moral views but differ simply with respect to religious and metaphysical
views, but that these nonmoral beliefs directly impact, or are intertwined with, the moral
views. For instance, belief in a particular image of, and the human relationship with God
leads to valuing mercy rather than military courage. So, while it might be true that if
Berlin’s Romans and Christians had shared religious and metaphysical beliefs they would
have shared moral views, it is also true that these religious and metaphysical differences
made it such that they did not in'fact share moral views. Furthermore, unlike the case of
most factual disagreements, because there is often no non-question begging way of
determining the truth of the competing religious and metaphysical views, the related
moral views remain entrenched. It is also worth noting that although a political solution
or a compromise can often be found, in many cases of moral disagreement these

possibilities do not by themselves resolve the moral questions.
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Lastly, a very different concern (though one at the heart of monistic thinking) is
whether explicitly seeking to accommodate difference would lead to an unwanted
relativism. After all, what kind of standard by which to evaluate moral claims could
possibly exist in light of the diversity of beliefs and values? If we pick some values over
others, it seems that we are simply favoring one group’s views over another’s. Berlin’s
answer is that while there is significant difference of belief and values, this difference has
limitations due to the embeddedness of beliefs and values in specific human societies:
“There are, if not universal values, at any rate a minimum without which societies could
scarcely survive;” most generally, we must “avoid extremes of suffering.”? James
Rachels argues similarly, saying that every culture must care for its young, discourage
lying, and limit homicide: “Not every rule can vary from society to society.”*® Common
standards by which we can make moral evaluations across cultures exist, however
loosely, even amid difference. The worry that pluralism leads to an unwanted relativism
may always remain in the background. Berlin’s and Rachel’s comments do, however, go
a long way to minimizing these concerns. The work here in the second and third chapters
goes further by demonstrating how at least some limits can be set to the range of
legitimate moral claims.

Pluralism, then, is an attempt to respond to the fact of rationally irresolvable
differences of beliefs and values, and the desire both for tolerance and the ability to
rationally evaluate competing claims. This rationally irresolvable difference can occur

both within and between persons and is the result of either (or both) epistemological and

2()Bcrlin, “The Pursuit of the Ideal,” 14-15.

30Rachels, The Elements of Moral Philosophy, 29-30.
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ontological causes. The differences in question can be located at different levels of moral
thinking—theory, worldviews, etc.—though to be moral pluralism there must result
differences in evaluations of particular cases. Furthermore, pluralism does not depend
upon the existence of moral dilemmas where this means that one does wrong regardless
of which of two (or more) conflicting or mutually exclusive duties one completes. Nor,
does it reduce to relativism despite taking difference seriously. Finally, it does not
become monistic or absolutist when some moral disagreements are traceable to religious

or metaphysical differences.

Individualism and Holism

If, as many environmentalists hope, things such as ecosystems and species turn
out to be morally considerable, a pluralistic account might prove useful as a way of
avoiding Sagoff’s dilemma that either wholes or individuals get to count morally.®' Lest
this seem like merely an intellectualist dispute between individualists and holists,
consider the decades old, and still unresolved case of mountain goats in the Olympic
Peninsula of Washington state. Two to three hundred non-indigenous mountain goats
have been living in the relatively isolated Olympic mountains since being introduced in

the 1920's, threatening native plant species—some of which live only there—and causing

*'Moral pluralism as described in the previous section might be the correct way of thinking about ethics in
general even if the conflicting sources of value behind individualism and holism do not both turn out to be
legitimate. The individualism-holism conflict is just one potential source of unresolvable moral difference.
Or to put it another way, if pluralism is the right way to think about ethics in general, perhaps it would
direct us to a new and useful way of thinking about the individualism—holism problem.
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serious soil erosion.*? Ideally, the goats could be caught alive and relocated to their native
habitat of the nearby Cascade Range or Rockies or sterilized so the problem would
gradually run itself out. However, because of the extreme terrain of the Olympic
Mountains and the lack of a sterilization program which would remove enough of the
animals, the only viable way of protecting the environment is to remove the goats by
killing them. Despite the harshness of this solution, many environmentalists prefer it to
leaving the goats alone, especially since there are many mountain goats in other areas of
the West. Predictably, animal welfarists object to anything that would significantly harm
the goats.”

Perhaps a resolution could be found without invoking pluralism. After all, not all
individualistic perspectives would argue for leaving the goats alone. Gary Varner has
argued that hunting is acceptable on an animal welfarist approach when not hunting
would lead to worse suffering for the animals involved.* Because natural predators have

been extirpated from much of the contiguous United States, deer hunting, for example,

2There appears to be some uncertainty as to the extent of damage to the plants and whether the goats are
the primary culprits. The specifics of the case matter less, however, than does the possibility that the case
suggests: there will be times when individualistic and holistic concerns collide. With this in mind, I will
proceed with the assumption that the goats are the primary cause of the environmental damage and that the
plants in question are in fact endangered by the goats.

BSee for example: “Goats Not Native to Park,” Vancouver (WA) The Columbian, 23 July 2000, available
from Lexis-Nexis Academic Universe, online data-base, Internet; Mike Black Bothell, “Olympic National
Park Animals—Special-Permit Hunt of Mountain Goats Would Benefit Many Interests,” The Seattle
Times, | February 1997, Letters to the Editor, available from Lexis-Nexis Academic Universe, online data-
base, Internet; “Opposition Mounts to Killing Goats,” Vancouver (WA) The Columbian, 24 July 1995,
available from Lexis-Nexis Academic Universe, online data-base, Internet; “Mountain Goat Foes, Friends
Lock Homns in Hearing,” Seattle Post-Intelligencer, 4 May 1995, available from Lexis-Nexis Academic
Universe, online data-base, Internet.

34Gary E. Vamer, “Can Animal Rights Activists Be Environmentalists?”” People, Penguins, and Plastic

Trees: Basic Issues in Environmental Ethics 2™ ed., ed. Christine Pierce and Donald VanDeVeer
(Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1995) 254-73.
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prevents that population from reaching unsustainable levels leading to slow and painful
starvation for tens of thousands of the animals each year. Hunting in this case is less
harmful than is not hunting in terms of the welfare of individual animals. Those who die
generally do so much more quickly and with much less pain, and those who live do so
with much less hunger. Varner points out that this would be good from an
environmentalist perspective also since the controlled deer population would be less
destructive to the plants and trees upon which they feed. The individualistic and holistic
perspectives converge, then, on Varner’s view. But even if he is right with respect to deer
herds, he would likely admit that such convergence is unlikely in the mountain goat case:
doing nothing seems clearly best for the goats but clearly not so for the plants (especially
since, mountain goats do not reach their ecosystem’s carrying capacity as quickly as do
deer).

An individualistic approach that pits individual plants, rather than endangered
species of plants, against individual goats would also push in the direction of protecting
the animals. Individualistic approaches rely on certain characteristics only individuals
possess, such as having interests and preferences, to explain why it is that these things are
morally considerable. Animals such as goats have such characteristics; plants do not. A
“life-ethic,” which considers all i‘ndividual living entities as morally considerable due
simply to their being alive would also have difficulty favoring the plants over the goats.
To be coherent, life accounts must make room for the acceptability of plant eaters eating
plants (and, for that matter, meat eaters eating meat), and as herbivores the goats are
doing nothing contrary to a life-ethic which would justify their removal (by killing) from

that ecosystem.
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Furthermore, traditional individualistic and anthropocentric arguments, such as
those emphasizing the aesthetic or scientific usefulness of the threatened plants, are seen
by many environmental philosophers as too fragile a ground for something so important
as protecting nature. In such arguments it is human interests that get to count as the
relevant reasons for or against a particular action, and too often short term financial
interests win the day to the detriment of the environment. Often this is due to the
difficulty of comparing the quantifiable (in dollars) business interests with the not so
easily quantifiable aesthetic or scientific concerns. Many environmentalists are driven in
addition by the conviction that even if anthropocentric arguments justify significant
protection of nature, it is because nature has value in and of itself that it should be
protected. Because the individualist arguments fail to account for such intuitions, and in
this case fail to justify the removal of the goats, environmentalists often appeal to the
value of the endangered plant species or damaged ecosystems to make their case. It is
worth noting that in addition to the theoretical impasse, the entrenchment of individualists
and holists sometimes prevents them from reaching a mutually acceptable practical
resolution in cases of conflict. In the mountain goat example, neither side feels it can
back down because each sees the other view as seriously wrong, leaving little room for
compromise.

If pluralism is the right way to think about ethics, and the individualism—holism
problem in particular, our approach as theorists and people concerned about real-world
problems is likely to differ from that of traditional ethicists seeking absolutist monistic
theories. Bryan Norton, arguing against monism in environmental ethics, distinguishes

between an applied and a practical approach to doing ethics. The former favors
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developing a theory first and then bringing it to bear upon practical moral questions. In
contrast to this top-down way of doing ethics, the practical approach focuses on real
world problems using theory only as a tool to sort out relevant issues. Theory and
principles are generated from particular evaluations, not prior to them. Moral monism
and the applied approach are typically found together—theorists look for the one correct
moral theory with the expectation that it will provide unambiguous answers to particular
cases. But monists are wrong, Norton says, to think that a single theory can generate all
of our human obligations to each other and to the rest of nature. We need a pluralism at
least at the level of principles, drawing from careful work with cases, not derived a priori
and then simply applied.”

Monists, of course, need not be as oriented towards the top-down approach as
Norton supposes. They could embrace some sort of reflective equilibrium, moving
between evaluations of particular cases, principles, and theory in order to get theory and
principles that most accurately cohere with our (similarly considered) commonsense
moral intuitions. In fact, the monist’s claim that apparent moral dilemmas point to
needed changes in our theories is an example of their thinking “upward” from cases to
theory. There is, however, some truth to Norton’s description: seekers of singly correct,
unifying theories do tend in the d'irection of applying theory in a top-down fashion.
Reflective equilibrium might be how we arrive at the correct moral theory, but once we
have it, it could presumably generate correct answers to each moral quandary.

Pluralism pushes us more firmly towards a model of reflective equilibrium in

35Bryan G. Norton, “Integration or Reduction: Two Approaches to Environmental Values,”
Environmental Pragmatism, ed. Andrew Light and Eric Katz (London: Routledge, 1996) 107-108.
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which the goal is not to eventually find the single right moral theory which we could then
apply. Rather, pluralism becomes, as Martin Benjamin has suggested, one of the
elements which “must be included among our background beliefs and theories in wide
reflective equilibrium”—as Rawls had said, reasonable pluralism is a permanent feature
of free societies.® It is also a feature within individual minds. So unlike the monists’ use
of reflective equilibrium, an appreciation of rationally irreducible difference is, for
pluralists, an assumption one brings to the process.

In practice, this means a vastly more complex job for ethicists. We must continue
to look for consistency without too quickly assuming that inconsistency implies problems
with our principles or theories, especially where the conflicting intuitions, beliefs, and
values run deep. In the mountain goat case, we should not expect to be able to simply
apply one or the other approach—individualistic or holistic—in order to arrive at the one
correct answer. If the environmentalists’ position is one of seeing ecosystems and species
as morally considerable while not giving up on the same attribution for individual people
and nonhuman animals, perhaps they should resist a single-minded holism (and vice versa
for individualists). Furthermore, pluralism suggests a strategy of compromise when faced
with moral disagreement. This does not mean that one must sacrifice one’s integrity, but
it does mean that one should mai(e an effort to see both sides of a dispute as potentially
legitimate—putting oneself, as much as is possible, in the other’s shoes—thereby making

compromise morally, not just pragmatically, acceptable.’’

*Martin Benjamin, “Between Subway and Spaceship: Practical Ethics at the Outset of the Twenty-first
Century,” Hastings Center Report (July-August 2001) 27.

37See: Martin Benjamin, Splitting the Difference: Compromise and Integrity in Ethics and Politics
(Lawrence, KS: U P of Kansas, 1990).
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Cases like that of the mountain goats pose a serious challenge to anyone wishing
to bridge the gap between the two general approaches of individualistic (though not
necessarily atomistic) and holistic ethics in a way that takes each seriously. (Though this
is not to insist at this stage that each perspective is correct—perhaps an individualistic
account alone, for example, could be shown to sufficiently account for environmentalists’
intuitions.) The problem as stated is that individualist approaches rely on criteria for
moral considerability that the sorts of things environmentalists want to protect—species
and ecosystems—do not possess; but, many of us are committed to moral standing for
both individual people and animals and ecosystems.

Pluralism suggests a cautious tolerance rather than blind acceptance; it does not
contend that any view is just as good as any other. At this point, | have shown that
pluralism is a plausible way to think about ethics and have responded to several broad
arguments against it. What is needed now to pursue a pluralistic ethic to address the
individualism—holism problem is a more developed theory, set of principles, or
framework by which to organize our thinking regarding what sorts of things can count as
reasons for and against moral claims. What is it about being human, for example, that
requires us to respond to each other in certain ways, allowing for a variety of possible
actions but nevertheless setting limits as Berlin had suggested? What is it about being a
nonhuman animal or an ecosystem that is relevant to how we can interact with them? For
such an account to be acceptable, it must cohere with our common sense ethical views, be
as internally consistency as possible (while not insisting upon absolute consistency), and
conform with our general world-view (it should allow that normal adult humans have free

will and its claims should fit with those of evolutionary theory, for example). Answers to
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some of these issues push us from having made pluralism theoretically plausible towards
creating a useful and substantive pluralistic environmental ethic. This is the aim of the

subsequent chapters.
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CHAPTER 2

INDIVIDUAL ENTITIES AND MORAL CONSIDERABILITY

Introduction

If a pluralistic theory is to lead to a better understanding of the
individualism—holism problem, it must be able to narrow the range of possible beliefs and
values to avoid an unwanted relativism. It cannot simply assert that all individual
organisms and ecosystems have moral standing. Knowing why things have standing will
likely impact the range and significance of various obligations we moral agents have
towards them. This chapter seeks to narrow the field of candidates for properties
conferring moral status to individuals. Contemporary work in philosophy regarding the
moral status of nonhuman animals provides many insights related to this project.

Prior to the publication of Peter Singer’s Animal Liberation in 1975, few people
questioned the moral acceptability of using nonhuman animals' for food, research,
clothing, or entertainment. There had always been some prohibition against cruelty to
animals, but this was accompanied by little discussion as to why this was so. Aquinas
and Kant had each argued that what made cruelty to animals wrong was not that it
violated the integrity, rights, or i;lterests of animals, but that it might make the person
involved more likely to harm other people. Even when the welfare of animals themselves

was considered, the use of animals for our benefit was easily justified by appealing to our

'For simplicity I will often use the word “animal” to refer to non-human animals, though this is not meant
to prejudice the case in favor of a morally significant distinction between humans and other animals.
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human interests and superior moral worth.? Since Singer’s influential book, traditional
views regarding our relationship with animals have faced serious questioning. Nearly
everyone now agrees that causing unnecessary suffering to animals is a wrong against the
animals themselves, though this often amounts simply to a commonsense belief that
animals can suffer’ and that there is a prima facie moral prohibition against causing
suffering.*

Even research psychologists, long cited by animal-welfare activists as among the
most egregious abusers of animals, have come to recognize the moral prohibition against
causing unnecessary pain to their animals subjects. The American Psychological
Association’s (APA) guidelines for animal research, for example, state that only those
research procedures which “minimize discomfort to the animal should be used,” that “the
scientific purpose of the research should be of sufficient potential to justify the use of

animals,” and that non-animal alternatives should be used whenever possible. Clearly the

Ut is noteworthy that the traditionally favored term “cruelty” is more of a description of the actor’s
motivation or state of mind than it is of the particular harm caused (people can act cruelly with unintended
good results, for example), indicating an overwhelming preoccupation with the human side of the
human-animal relationship.

3The commonsense belief that animals can feel pain comes, no doubt, from living with animals and seeing
that they react in ways similar to us to stimuli which cause us pain—they cry out, engage in avoidance
behavior, and the like. Sharing similarneurological hardware and a common evolutionary heritage are
further reasons to believe that they, unlike perhaps computers programed to respond to certain stimuli,
share some important experiences with us: they live subjective lives in which pain is possible. In fact, it is
the belief that some animals are quite like us that drives not only arguments against but for things like
animal research: it is only because some animals are very much like us that we can extrapolate what we
learn about them to ourselves, including what is gained in pain (both physical and emotional) studies by
psychologists. For an argument dismissing animal pain, see Peter Harrison “Do Animals Feel Pain?”
Philosophy 66 (1991).

‘Although positive states such as enjoyment and contentment are importantly related to the negative states
of pain and suffering and are thus relevant moral considerations, suffering seems to be the most
immediately relevant: although a life high in things such as pleasure is likely to be one low in suffering, a
moral proscription against causing harm seems prima facie weightier than a moral prescription to assist in
the finding of pleasure. It is for this reason that 1 will usually talk here of suffering and harming rather
than of pleasure and aiding.
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APA, which generally supports animal experimentation, does not think the justification
for animal research lies in the fact that animals do not suffer; in fact, they declare that
“psychologists should act on the assumption that procedures that would produce pain in
humans would also do so in other animals.”

The dispute between researchers and abolitionists is not, then, about whether or
not animals can feel pain, nor whether or when it is morally acceptable to cause pain.
Rather, the debate typically revolves around the relative value of humans and animals and
the importance of particular human and animal interests, organized on some scale of
trivial to vital. The first of these issues can be described in terms of moral considerability
or intrinsic value.® Are there reasons for thinking, for example, that humans “count”
more than do animals in moral deliberation? The second issue involves the weighing of
competing particular interests, such as the need for food and shelter. These two concerns
are intimately connected. If, for example, humans are more morally considerable than are
animals, when it comes to weighing competing interests humans would enjoy an
advantage at the outset such that less vital human needs could outweigh more vital animal
needs.

In this chapter, I will argue that of the plausible candidates for properties

conferring moral considerability to individual entities—consciousness, self-consciousness

SAmerican Psychological Association, “Guidelines for Ethical Conduct in the Care and Use of Animals,”

http://www.apa.org/science/anguide.html

6By “moral considerability” | mean the extent to which one “counts” in and of oneself, independent of
one’s usefulness to others, in moral deliberation. This is often tightly tied to the notion of intrinsic value,
which can either be defined similarly or taken to be that which makes someone or something morally
considerable. Because the notion of intrinsic value is in need of justification, in either usage, to the same
extent that is moral considerability—an unexplained notion of intrinsic value is not particularly useful as an
explanation or justification for moral considerability—I will use them interchangeably unless otherwise
noted.
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or self-awareness, rationality, the ability to use language, autonomy, moral agency, the
ability to feel pain, and the having of interests or preferences—having experiential
interests including the ability to feel pain is the most important. (The question of the
moral considerability of wholes will be discussed in later chapters.) To get clear on this
claim I will begin by contrasting Singer’s utilitarian and Tom Regan’s rights-based
approaches to animal welfare. Their theories overlap in a way I find particularly useful.
Next, I will discuss the claim that being alive confers value or moral considerability.
Although I am sympathetic to this view, the difficulties with it are serious enough that it
should play a minimal role, if any, in moral reasoning, perhaps only when considering the
differences between non-experiential living entities and inanimate objects. Lastly, I will
argue that although things such as autonomy and seeing oneself as a self are relevant to
judgments regarding moral considerability and the vitalness of interests, they do not
directly confer moral considerability to their bearers. Instead, they indicate the possession
of greater awareness, sensitivity, and the like, which give the entity to which they belong
more interests, or interests that can be thwarted or furthered to a greater extent, than those
without these characteristics.

In terms of the larger project of developing a Humean pluralistic environmental
ethic, the claims developed in this chapter suggest certain limits to the range of acceptable
alternative moral positions with respect to individual entities. This is important because
any acceptable pluralism must not entail the possibilities that any and every moral belief

or value is equally legitimate.
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Singer, Regan, and Interests

Some notion of interests, understood in terms of a “trivial-to-vital” continuum,
often plays a central role in our thinking about human-human conflicts. For example, a
sick or injured person generally has a greater right to a doctor’s time than does a healthy
person seeking a general exam.” The same is true when it comes to our interactions with
animals. The APA would have scientists engaged in animal research weigh the costs to
the animals against the benefits to us. It would be good, then, to have some way of
marking off vital from trivial interests.® To a large extent, this would involve empirically
finding out what interests various beings have and how central they are to their lives and
well-being. This would likely change with the situation. Factory farming, which seems
to clearly violate the vital needs of animals, would not be, all else being equal, justified in
terms of satisfying Americans’ interest in eating meat. Less intensive farming goes
further towards an acceptable balance, while sustainable hunting of non-domesticated
animals by Eskimos might fair even better if the animals are killed quickly. In any case,
it is difficult to know with any precision what would count as vital or trivial for all the
various animals. Proceeding by developing a list of human and animal interests sorted
according to rough calculations of vitalness would be, to say the least, an immense

undertaking. Fortunately, the notion of trivial-to-vital interests can work at a fairly

"This is not to say that ethics is only about resolving conflicts. But considerations of interests are on the
table even when wondering specifically about duties or virtues. For example, a duty to keep one’s
promises can only make sense if doing so generally furthers people’s interests.

%There are, of course, lots of other concerns. We have obligations due specifically to our actions, such as
in promise making; obligations due to familial relationships; and obligations to society in general. Further,
speaking of interests does not commit us to thinking along utilitarian lines. It is hard to imagine what a
duty to keep a promise—a typical deontology example—would mean if no one had an interest in promises
being kept. A principlist approach such as W. D. Ross’s also presumably involves some weighing of
concerns, desires, wants and needs (all of which I have been calling “interests”).
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commonsensical level, enabling us to set this issue aside and examine that of moral
considerability. There are, after all, plenty of cases in which what is trivial and vital are
clear.’ As scientists learn more about the types of animals and the conditions for their
welfare, these insights can be brought to bear on our moral reasoning.

To make the best moral judgments possible, it would be useful to know which
entities have moral standing in the sense that moral agents must take their well-being into
account, and how much so. By itself, the trivial-to-vital continuum is not terribly useful
in making practical decisions. As mentioned, this distinction means something wholly
different in practice if there were a hierarchy of morally considerable beings as opposed
to parity of moral worth between, say, humans and the farm and research animals we are
most often concerned with. Depending upon what gives a being moral standing, a
hierarchy of moral considerability might cut across species lines. It might turn out, for
example, that human infants do not enjoy the same level of moral considerability as their
adult counterparts. This could impact how we rank the importance of various sorts of
medical research in which animals are used: work benefiting infants may have difficulty
overcoming the moral prohibition against causing nonhuman research subjects harm.

What about a being makes it such that we moral agents must provide sufficient
reasons in order to justly treat it as a means to our own ends? As mentioned, there are a
variety of plausible candidates: consciousness, self-consciousness or self-awareness,
rationality, the ability to use language, autonomy, moral agency, the ability to feel pain,

and the having of interests or preferences. Perhaps there are others, but these come to

Martin Benjamin makes this point in “Ethics and Animal Consciousness,” Social Ethics 2™ ed. ed.
Thomas A. Mappes and Jane S. Zembat (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1982), 498.
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mind as the most obviously relevant given both traditional ethical theory and
commonsense moral beliefs. We should be cautious not to be too quick in picking out
pain and the ability to feel it as the only relevant considerations on the assumption that
pain is always a harm to be avoided or that all harm is somehow reducible to pain. There
are likely different ways in which one can be harmed, not all of which involve pain, cases
of pain which are not harm,'® and complex interactions between feeling pain and other
mental properties or characteristics such as self-awareness and rationality." Second, we
might wonder which of the proposed morally relevant characteristics best justify
commonsense intuitions such as that all entities are not equally morally considerable.
Any view which made mosquitos, or even frogs, equally morally considerable with cats
or dogs would be immediately suspect.

Peter Singer is among those who emphasize suffering (and its corresponding
opposites of happiness, pleasure, and well-being) as the most central aspect of morality.
As a utilitarian, he thinks that actions should be evaluated according to their
consequences, or more specifically, according to the extent to which they cause suffering
or well-being. Sentience is the mark of a morally considerable being. What sets Singer’s

work apart from many traditional utilitarians is the effort he has made to argue that

"pain which helps its bearer to avoid bodily damage or leads to mental or emotional maturity (as with
disciplinary action) is not generally a harm.

"1As we think about these issues, it is important to keep in mind that our understanding of how, and to what
extent, these suggested characteristics play a role in nonhuman life is limited by what we can experience as
humans. Although introspection reveals a connection between pain and consciousness in our own lives, it
has limited utility with respect to others, especially when it comes to animals we think are not conscious.
Drawing conclusions about other humans is one thing, but we find ourselves on increasingly shaky ground
as we move to those not significantly structurally or behaviorally like us. It is understandably, then, that
much of what we think about various characteristics beings might possess and their connection to moral

considerability comes from thinking about our own situation.
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because some animals are sentient, they should be included in our moral community.
Ignoring this conclusion amounts to “speciesism,” which, like sexism or racism, refers to
arbitrarily preferring members of one’s own group over those of others in moral
deliberation. There are many differences between animals and humans which might set
them apart, including levels of intelligence, kinds of social unions formed, and degrees of
autonomy. But none of these mark off humans as special, as all cut across species lines.
And in any case, while these characteristics might be important in thinking about how a
being might be helped or hindered by an action, sentience is that which makes it possible
for one to be helped or hindered. It alone establishes, for Singer, a sort of base line above
which all have equal moral standing."

Being morally considerable means, for Singer, getting to count in a sort of cost-
benefit analysis aimed at maximizing the good in the world, where the good is happiness,
pleasure, or well-being.”® But, as Tom Regan points out, this cannot mean that all who
share the morally relevant characteristic of sentience should be, in the end, treated the
same, or even the same with respect to their differing needs and desires. Utilitarianism
cannot guarantee equal treatment in this sense because cases could arise where equal
treatment does not maximize utility, the ultimate moral principle for utilitarianism. So,
equal “treatment” must, for Sing‘er, refer rather to each sentient being counting equally at

the outset, or at the beginning of the utilitarian calculus, and not with respect to the

12See: Peter Singer, “Animal Liberation,” Environmental Philosophy: From Animal Rights to Radical
Ecology, eds., Michael E. Zimmerman, et al (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1993), 22-32; Singer,
Animal Liberation 2™ ed. New York: Avon Books, 1990).

'JSinger is aware of the problems of too simplistically focusing on happiness or pleasure and argues that
for normal adult humans, at least, preference satisfaction is the better way to calculate utility.
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outcome. How each individual gets treated in the end is determined by which action
would maximize overall happiness, pleasure, or something similar.'

Utilitarianism does seem to capture some of our commonsense ethical beliefs. It
rightly points to happiness, preference satisfaction, or the like, as morally significant and
recognizes that consequences matter. And at times we do think that the correct decision
is the one that brings about the most happiness for the greatest number, especially when
we are making policy decisions in which we do not feel obligations to particular
individuals who might be affected. But by itself, utilitarianism falls quite short of
capturing all of our commonsense ethical beliefs, and in fact, can sometimes run directly
against these convictions. The standard criticism is that cases can easily be imagined
where utilitarianism would not only allow, but mandate an unacceptable harm to some
individual in its requirement to maximize happiness for the greatest number. Although
Singer sometimes talks about equal treatment, as we just saw, this must refer to equality
of consideration prior to the utility calculation. Whether utilitarianism can be
reformulated (perhaps as rule-utilitarianism) to avoid this traditional objection is, it seems
to me, still open for discussion.'” But even if it could be recast such that individuals

would be protected from, for example, being killed or tortured, the justification would

“Tom Regan, “Utilitarianism, Vegetarianism, and Animal Rights,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 9.4
(1980): 305-24.

There could be a rule, for example, that stipulated that no one can be punished for a crime he or she did
not commit even if in some cases false accusations and convictions would maximize utility. The common
objection to this move, however, is to ask why, even if the rule would generally maximize utility,
utilitarianism would not demand that when breaking the rule would maximize utility the rule should be
broken. Rule utilitarianism would be reduced back to act utilitarianism with all its problems. Exceptions
could be added to the rules to cover such cases, but if exceptions are developed for every special case, we
again end up with something more like act utilitarianism. For an interesting discussion see: J. J. C. Smart
and Bernard Williams, Ulilitarianism: For and Against (Cambridge: Cambridge U P, 1973).
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still be that this would in fact bring about the greatest happiness for the greatest number.
This, however, betrays our commonsense belief that maximum utility is not the reason
why individuals should be protected from harm; rather, it is because individuals matter in
and of themselves.

These doubts concerning a full-fledged commitment to utilitarianism are
important because they give us pause from simply following Singer to the conclusion that
it is all and only sentient beings which are to enjoy equal moral considerability. As a
utilitarian, Singer is committed to at least two things: to the principle of utility which
says that pleasure (or happiness, preference satisfaction, etc.) is the ultimate good to be
maximized and to the belief that all those who can experience pain and happiness (i.e., all
sentient beings) must be equally taken into consideration in a calculation of utility. Once
this is established, Singer could simply look about to see which beings possess the
capacity to suffer in order to determine which are to enjoy equal moral consideration.
Utilitarianism and sentience go very much hand in hand in this way. But if we have
reasons to doubt that utilitarianism captures all of ethics we have reason to wonder if
sentience is the only morally relevant characteristic.

Nonetheless, the ability to suffer does seem to be one important aspect of what it
means to be morally considerablle. In fact, central to both commonsense moral thinking
and philosophical moral theorizing is the prohibition against causing suffering. Sentient
beings, it might be said, have a prima facie interest in not being made to suffer.
Evaluations of our use of nonhuman animals must, as the APA guidelines cited above
reflect, take this into account. If this is right, then Singer seems correct to question the

traditional view that moral considerability cuts neatly along species lines. Not only can
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many nonhuman animals suffer, but it seems that some can suffer to a greater extent than
can some humans (e.g., infants and the severely mentally enfeebled). The question might
be rephrased, then, to ask whether there are other characteristics in addition to sentience
that are morally significant, and to what extent these other characteristics follow species
lines.

Tom Regan is one who thinks utilitarianism emphasizes the wrong thing.
Utilitarianism allows for the treatment of individuals that runs counter to our
commonsense moral beliefs because it treats individuals as “mere receptacles” for value,
rather than as things of value in and of themselves.'® As mentioned, even if utilitarianism
could be recast to avoid serious untoward actions against innocent individuals (for
example, by shifting to rule utilitarianism), the reason would remain that of maximizing
utility, contrary to our commonsense belief that this alone is not why individuals should
not be made to suffer. Rather, it is because, according to Regan, some individuals
possess intrinsic value. As such, they must not be treated merely as a means to our ends,
including the end of the greatest happiness for the greatest number. The
consequentialism of Singer might well treat all morally considerable beings equal at the
outset of a utilitarian calculation, but Regan thinks a focus on intrinsic value necessitates
equal treatment in the end. This‘ is translated into practice for humans through the carving
out of certain core rights which can only be overcome by consequentialist arguments of

an extremely weighty sort. Where there is no relevant property difference (for Regan, no

"“Tom Regan, “The Case for Animal Rights,” Ethics: History, Theory, and Contemporary Issues, ed.
Steven C. Cahn and Peter Markie (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1998), 826.
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difference in intrinsic value), there should be no difference with respect to rights.
Respect for intrinsic value trumps consequences; rights trump utilitarian calculations.
Regan is developing a Kantian line of thought here, though he does not suppose
that it is autonomy or moral agency that distinguish beings with intrinsic value from those
without. Instead, Regan agrees with Singer that what matters ethically is the ability to
suffer. Regan might deny this, saying that Singer emphasizes pleasure and pain while he
himself focuses on an entity’s experiencing itself as a “subject of a life that is better or
worse for [itself].”!” But, while the differences between their views are vast due to their
allegiances to competing ethical theories, their views concerning what makes a being
morally considerable are more alike than either would probably care to admit. What
matters for both is experience connected to the satisfaction or frustration of interests. For
Regan, being an experiencing subject of a life means that one has interests that can be
thwarted or furthered, which makes a being intrinsically valuable and hence protected
from being treated merely as a means. For Singer, a sentient being is one who has
interests that can be thwarted or furthered, which makes a being a receptacle for pain,
pleasure, happiness, etc., all of which are morally relevant. Even the deontological
charge to treat morally considerable beings as ends in themselves reflects the possession
of interests—after all, one cannot be disrespected if one does not, or cannot, care. So,
although the standard view is to see Singer and Regan as representing wholly opposing
camps, they are in loose agreement that experiencers, and only experiencers, have

interests the frustration or satisfaction of which is what ethics is all about. The empirical

"Tom Regan, “Animal Rights, Human Wrongs,” Environmental Philosophy: From Animal Rights to
Radical Ecology, ed. Michael E. Zimmerman, et al. (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1993), 44.
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question then becomes who exactly is an experiencer, while a remaining theoretical
question is which moral theory (say, utilitarianism or deontology) is correct.'

There are two main parts to Regan’s argument: the claim that what makes a being
morally considerable is the possession of intrinsic value, and the negative argument that if
human intrinsic value buys rights which trump consequences, then the same must be the
case for nonhumans with intrinsic value. Reliance on the notion of intrinsic value,
however, faces the problem of explaining what this value amounts to. Such value is not,
after all, something empirical research can measure. It might be that to say of something
that it possesses intrinsic value is just to say that we do not think its interests can be
thwarted simply to further another’s (trivial) interests. But, if we ask why we think these
interests should not be treated so lightly, we cannot then simply repeat that the entity in
question possesses intrinsic value. We need some account for either the claim that
something has intrinsic value or that it should not be treated merely as a means. Regan
seems to appeal to commonsense moral thinking about human life: it is clear that most of
us think that humans cannot be treated merely as a means (consequences are not the only
thing that matters ethically) and the reason seems to have something to do with each of us
being centers of subjective experience with desires, goals, hopes, preferences, and the
like, which confers value upon an individual. If we accept this without further argument,
we ought to accept it with respect to those animals who also are experiencing subjects of

alife. Perhaps we cannot get much beyond these commonsense moral convictions.

131 do not want to push this too far. Sentience is a trait which is no doubt attributable to a much larger
class of entities than is being an experiencing subject of a life since Regan means to include in this latter
notion a sense of self, projects, and other things dependent on a fairly developed cognitive capacity. I also
certainly do not mean to suggest that Singer and Regan go about making moral evaluations in the same
way—after all, one is very much a utilitarian and the other a rights theorist.
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Utilitarians have a similar problem (and perhaps a similar response) of explaining why
pleasure, happiness, or preference satisfaction is the ultimate good. In any case, by
intrinsic value Regan does not mean something mystical which must be “intuited” by us.
Rather, it is supposed to capture the widely held commonsense moral conviction that it is
interest-holding beings themselves which count, not some overall abstract happiness. As
Christopher Stone puts it, “A right is not . . . some strange substance that one either has or
does not have,” but to override them one “must go through certain procedures to do so
[which] are a measure of what we value as a society.”"

It might be objected that even if talk of intrinsic value is simply shorthand
(whether or not Regan thinks of it this way) for saying that beings with interests are not to
be treated as mere means (i.e., that they are morally considerable), this does not mean that
such beings have rights. First, there are general worries that properly speaking, there are
no such things as rights: rights are simply rhetorically useful ways of saying that in some
cases individuals (or groups) matter more than do consequences. Regan’s answer is that
absent rights, per se, we would still object to actions which cause non-trivial harm if the
justification is simply that it brings about maximal utility. So, if there are no “rights,”
properly speaking, we would still need an explanation for why we would object to
violations of individual integrity.”

Regan seems right to say that we do not need to decide whether rights language is

the most appropriate in order to agree that in some cases consequentialist reasons are not

|9Christopher Stone, “Should Trees Have Standing?: Toward Legal Rights For Natural Objects,” Should
Trees Have Standing? And Other Essays on Law, Morals and the Environment 2™ ed. (Dobbs Ferry, New
York: Oceana, 1996), 27.

20Regan, “The Moral Basis of Vegetarianism,” 162.
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sufficient to justify using morally considerable beings as mere means. I agree that if there
are rights, beings with intrinsic (as opposed to merely instrumental) value are the types of
thing that have rights, and that any acknowledgment that rights talk is simply politically
useful short hand for something else does little to harm Regan’s central claims.

An objection which cuts more deeply rests on the assertion that duties to other
humans arise because of the special relationships we have with them: people can fight
for, negotiate, or otherwise ask for things from us. Nonhumans cannot. So, although
humans have rights, nonhumans do not; or to put it another way, although we owe duties
to other humans, we do not owe them to nonhumans.

It is unlikely, however, that we would be willing to say that we do not have duties
toward humans unable to make claims on us, such as infants or the severely mentally
disabled. Perhaps instead, the reason we have duties only to other humans is, more
precisely, that we are in reciprocal relationships with them: people have rights (or
whatever they stand for) to which we have corresponding duties only when we have
rights to which they have corresponding duties. And because animals are not moral
agents, they can have duties to no one. But this too seems not to fit with our
commonsense moral beliefs, even with respect to human-human relationships. We think
we do have duties to infants and‘ the mentally disabled even though they may not be moral
agents. Of course, our commonsense moral beliefs might be wrong on this count.
Perhaps the duties we owe these individuals are due to the fact that they are potential
moral agents or that we value familial relations to such an extent that we are unwilling to
treat infants as mere means. If we go the potential-persons route, we need an account of

moral considerability which, unlike Singer’s and Regan’s, sees properties of being a
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person, such as moral agency or autonomy, as the morally relevant characteristic. I have
doubts about thes<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>