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IN DETENSE OF SPECIESTISM

Introduction

There is an issue much debated of late in connection with problems of

the proper treatment of animals, fetuses, and the objects of conservationist

concerns.l The issue is usually formulated in terms of moral rights: What
features of an entity are necessary and/or sufiicient for it to be a bearer of

moral rights? However, it seems preferable to ask instead after the bases of

an entity's having an independent moral status, meaning by that term that the .Jk
: 3
fact that an act would harm (benefit) the entity is itself a reason for a yﬁ{ %)
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person to refrain from (perform) the act. By contrast, an entity has a éy

dependent moral status if the fact that an act would harm (benefit) the

entity is not itself a reason for a person to refrain from (perform) the act.
This concept is broader but not vaguer than that of moral rights, and better
suited to the nuances of moral sensibilities. For waatever reasons, many
people (myself included) remain unpersuaded that an animal has moral rights,
yet many of these same folks (myself included) are quite convinced‘thac it

is inherently wrong to wantonly harm an animal (at least one of the more

sophisticated sort.) For such people the questioa about moral rights is just
a red herring in the debate over the proper treatment of animals.

Philosophers have defended widely different theories on this matter,

but they are virtually unanimous in rejecting the view T shall defend here,
; s
whnich is that it is a sufficient if not necessary condition for having an

independent moral status tiac an entity be a human boing, a wember of our
species. Actuvally the view that T shall argue for is stroager than this

since it claims that simply being human is sufficient for possessing a superior

independent moral status: even if dogs and donkeys aund other nonnuman things



have an independent moral status, still the finterests of a human being
provide a stronger reason for acting than that provided by the good of any

other (known) thing. I call this view the Standard Belief because it is /
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the one that most people accept. a/{J L P{OS 1" lot / ‘/_() / *‘ )
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The Standard Belief has been given the label 'speciesism' and said

to be on a par with racism. The label is not an objection to the Standard

Belief and neither .is the analogy. The Standard Bélief is also on a par with
tribalism, clanism, ancestralism and familialism. Wwhat is objectionable about
racism, tribalism and the like is not the belief that being an Aryan (or whatever)

suffices for possessing a superior independent moral status. Fvory suci helief
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is entailed by the Standard Bglieﬁ'pndthgy_afe,agiwgpmpaciblgwy;ph oéi_

another., What 1is objectionable is the additional supposition that such a
>;;;speciesist belief is equivalent to the standard Belief, that whatever is
not an Aryan is not really a human being, either mot fully human or an
jnferior sort of human. (The latter two options come to much the same, given
the principle that if a thing is bad enough as a thing of a certain kind it
fails to qualify as a thing of that kind.) The regularity with wnich a nation
-- a tribe, race or state -- has identified its membership as being the only
or paradigm human beings is a significant datum of human culture. More
significant still, whether or not a group has insisted on monopolizing the
category of humanity, political and social inequalities and antagoaisms are
normally rarionalized as reflecting divisions of blood line and natural kind.
In particular, it is virtually a law of human culture that the dominant
ideolozy of a society explaihs and justifies caste and the deepest class
divisions in these terms. The categorization may be erroneocus and its

consequences egregious, but apparently the need to rationalize discrimination



in this way runs very deep. Though the structure of justification may have
often been misappiied, there may well be a respectable rationale for that form
of justificationm.

1 shall offer three arguments for the Standard Belief. The first ome

simply explains the epistemological significance of the prevalence of this

belief. The other two arguments provide distinct rationales which may explain

the belief.

Intuitionism

Our concern here is not with the negative thesis of Intuitionism that
there is at least one true belief which cannot be justified by any other
beliefs, (so that the only evidence for its truth is the fact that competent

judges believe it.) What is relevant is the positive thesis (an instance of

~what I have elsgwhére called the Factunprm Principle) that the fact that a

rational creature believes something is evidence for the il ¢ phe beliek,
e acram e b Ve g £

Thdﬁepistemologi:al principle may not be self-evident (whatever that might
, .

mean), but it is self-justifying: it prescribes its own acceptance. It

applies even if the belief is an intuition, a belief that is not a consequence

T
of the employment of some general theory.{ A commonsensical inference from
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this commonsensical principle is that the more competent the judges and the

more the judges agree on a belief, the stronger the evidence for the truth of

the belief. | However, it is only evidence, not proof. The believing does not

-

make what is believed true, and no matter how many people believe it, they might
all be mistaken.

The difficulty with this positive Intuitionistic principle is its
application. Determining what any, let alone most or every, person believes

is no simple task, especially if the belief concerns an abstract, general



principle. As with his other beliefs, a person’s belief about his beliefs are
fallible; his second order beliefs are evidence but not conclusive evidence

for their own truth. (This point applies to philosophers as much as to

anyone else.) All this is specially true of a person's belief in some

abstract gemeral moral principle, since here there is often special cause

for a conflict between a person's beliefs and his behavior. Here it is

often best to count as someone's belief the principle implicit in what he

employs as a ratiomalizatioa for his behavior. Though motivated by self-

interest or other factors extraneous to the truth of the belief, a rationalization
may still be a genuine acknowledzement of a principle, especially if, as is
commonly the case, the rationalization 1is given not just to others but to —

oneself as well. If so, then many and perhaps most racists accept the ;:3 -

Standard Belief.

One reason for believing the Standard Belief is the fact that most

competent moral judges accept it. This fact is evidenced, not so much by

R
people's express declaration of the Standard Relief (although there is enough

of that) as by the fact that it is the general principle whose acceptance best
accounts for the pattern of particular moral judgments peonle make about human
beings, animals, fetuses and so on. It coheres not only with the array of
particular-judgments people make, but alsc with the reasons people express
in defending their judgments. For example, people divide in their judgments
regarding the propriety of abortion primarily because they divide in their beliefs
about whether and when a fetus is, in sowe full sense, a human being.

The power of this Intuitionistic argument should not be minimized.
Though a common moral belief may be questioned by its conflict with a

powerful theory or abstract principles, in such a conflict both sides are



called into question., This is specially true in the case in point, since the
philosophical resistance to the Standard Belief often seems motivated by some
alleged implications of the fact-value distinctioa, a distinction made quite
problematic by the positive Intuitionist principle. 1In brief, if the Standard
Belief seems incompatible with some popular metaethical principle, that may be

evidence that the metaethical principle is wrong.

Deontologism

The essential idea of the Kantian test for moral principles is that a
principle be cne that a2 moral agent would rationally wish that every moral
agent, himself included, abide by. This general idea is subject to many

variations, but they have usually been thought to imply that the features

requisite for having an independent m
e Y et

being a moral agent: i.e., being rational, having a free will, or something

of that sort. That inference seems un,warranted.4 The Kantian teét links

the content of the moral law with the self concern of the legislator, but

for that very reason the content of the principle assigning moral status would
not be in the same terms as those assigning moral agency and responsibility.
The features in virtue of which a creature is a moral agent are (excébt perhaps
for God and the angels) contingent, accidental properties of the creature. Any
human mor agent could become or have been incapable of being a moral agent,

iV fa ko ad he v/ 0 N
yeﬁqhe would certainly wish to have every moral agent accord him the protection

of a“_iEéEEEEéEEE,EEEEl.ﬁE?tus no matter what his condition.?ifor this purpose

he would insist that his moral status hinge on some essential property of his.
And this would naturally lead all human moral agents to fix on the property of
being humza since it is the only essential property possessed by each and all

of them. "o be sure, they are all also essentially primates, mammals, animals,



etc., but as things are we have no reason to extend the coverage of our moral

status beyond the domain of the human, since there are mo known nonhuman moral
N ’

agents.

A correlative explanation of the Standard Belief can be given in terms
of another Kantian notion, that of respect and dignity. The flip side of the
principle that we are to respecf the dignity of egghﬁperson‘i that each
pérson, in virtue of beinglrational, has a need for a sense of self worth
(respect, dignity). Yet, though one has this pneed in virtue of being rational,
one is not thereby jed to locate one's worth (the satisfaction of the need) in
one's rationality. One's need is to believe oneself of worth whatever may be
true of oneself, and thus thereris a nead to locate it in what is essential to
one's identity. And since each person's sense of self worth is dependent upoa
the recognition of this worth Ey others, each member of the same natural kind
hhas a reason to aeccept that kind as being the essential category of identification
and value. And no person has any reason (of this sort) to employ a more
£nclusive category than that waich encompasses those creatures wnose recognition
of this worth he requires. Within isolated or dominant groups the crucial kind
may be the family, clan, tribe or race. But as thngs are we'have a reason to_‘
cmploy humanity as our primary categor& of idenﬁification,:and'no reason t0' 

-

identify ourselves by any larger category.

Utilitarianism

ytilitarianism as a theofy of the right is naturally if not necessarily
linked to some form of Hedonism as a theory of the good. Thus Utilitarilans are
disposed to suppose that the sole condition for an independent moral status 1is
simple sentience, the capacity fér experiencing pleasure and pain. So,
Utilitarians since Bentham have championed the cause of animals, claiming
that the onlyrmorél%yﬂrelevant distinction between humans and animals is a

mere matter of degree of susceptibility to pleasure and pain.
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This is a vulgar Utilitarianism that has forgotten its debt to Hume and
Smith and the motivational assumptions of the metaethical analysis wnich
sustains the normative theory. Hume's and Smith's theory of the sympathetic
impartial spectator is the most, and perhaps the only plausible explanation
yet offered of the acceptance of the Utilitarian principle, and that explanation
accounts for a restriction in the application of that principle which brings
it in line withrthe_Standard Belief. In the Hume-Smith @nalysis the
possibility of moral judgment rests on the existence in the judges of a
shared capacity for sympathetic responses to the experiences of others.
Hume and Smith may happily acknowledge the presence in normal human beings
of sympathetic responses to sentient nonhuman creatures wnich can constitute
a basis for moral judgments on actions affecting such creatures. However, F_f_‘"\
unlike Bentham, Hume and Smith were not driven or disposed to defend the /

moral equality of all sentient creatures, since they rightly saw that our

sympathetic responses, sometimes aptly called the "sentiment of humanity",

are in fact more maturally and fully directed at our conspecifics than at other

animals. ) 7 e///‘
Smith and Hume aside, some sense can belmade of the Standard Belief

with some mot so speculative suppositions. Only creatures with matured rational

capacities can make moral judgments and be moral azents. The emergence and

persistence of a species of such creatures can be laid to the adaptational

advantages brought by those cognitive capacities. Those advantages are

realized oaly insofar as the native capacities are developed, a process

SR e
requiring the protection aﬁd attention of conspecifics. Hence, rationality
can best and perhaps only be developed in a species of social creatures. Tiw

1

requisite sociality cannot be a structure of instinctual action patterns as in .

beas and ants, for such structuring is antithetical to the operation of

rationality and the advantages consequent on its development. If nothing else,



past a primitive stage, the task of teaching must itself be guided by
rationality. But while a developed rationality may direct a creature to
benefit its kith and kin, those intellectual activities cannot explain the
sociality their own existence presupposes. 8o, it seems that the needed
sociality wouid best and perhaps only be arranged by a general motivational
structure, some form of inn;te altruism toward conspecifics, something

—— i

like Smith and Hume's natural sympathy. Further, as with sexual responses,

natural selection would seem to favor a structure that makes a normal
human being principally and specially stimulated by his or her congpecifics:
sexual and sympathetic responsiveness to other sﬁecies is generally an
evolutionary liability or at 1éast not an asset.

Yet, precisely because we are rational, our motivational system is

not fixed and rigid, so we coafront the question of wnat ought t to_matter to

and move us. 'The Standard Belief may be explicable as a rationalization
subserving the survival of our species, but how do such. facts of nature form
a nonquestion begging defense of speciesism? A partial defense can lean on

the principle that 'ought' implies 'can'; our motivational systen, though not \\

rigid, is not indefinitely plastic, and it seems a safe bet that normal human |

bELHgS are 1ncapab1e of an equal concern for equal quanta of pleasure and pain

1ndependent of the characte* of the experlencer. After all tnoagn sufferlng
is the cause of compassion, the object of the compassion is the sufferer.

Another principle, accepted by Humians and Kantians alike, is more

germane: to say that you ought to do something is to say that vou (in some
- ;
sense) have a motivation which would explain your doing it. Something like

i ey

the sentiment of humanity is a biological presupposition of the very existence

of rationality and morality; it is essential to the normal native motivational



system from which moral judgment develops and to which moral reasoning

ultimately appeals. So, the motivational presuppositions of the truth of the

Standard Belief are presupposed by the very possibility of our having that

or any moral beliefs at all. Thus, biology puts the burden of proof on the
beastophile; and to the question 'Why should I develop the same sympathy for

all (sentient) animals?' he must remain as dumb as those whose interests he

defends. He can make an appeal for some consideration to animals because there

is something in us which he can fairly appeal to, for though the sentiment

of humanity is species centered, it is conditiocned by our capacity for
jdentification: we seem to be responsive roughly to the degree that we

perceive a being as being like us (ontogenetically and phylogzenetically).

So there is room for argument over the proper consideration due animals; however,

the range of genuine options is counsistent with the Standard Belief. -

Conclusion

In the natural order biology is ontologically and temporally prior to
psychology. Our biological characteristics and relationships and the laws
governing them condition and constraiﬁ our affections, allegiences and our
conceptual system as well. The centrality of the concept of humanity is not a
peculiarity of the moral domain. It is said, for example, that for a thing to

wod

be red is for it te look,to a normal human being in normal perceptual
circumstances. 'That equivalence does not‘sﬁrvive the substitutioa for 'human
being"' of 'person', 'animal', 'rational being' or 'sentient creature'. (It
may survive the substitution of "primate', but then it nc longer seems a necessary
truth.)

The prevalent philosophical scorn of speciesim is, I suspect, an unreasoned

intellectualist prejudice. Kantians and Benthamites breezily dismiss the

——
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Standard Belief, not because they know of some unassailable argument against
\_;;—;;‘;;;/;;;;-alternative {they know no such thing), but, so it seems, pri-
marily because they conceive normative theory as an a priori subject in which
an a posteriori biological category could have only an inessential and
derivative r&le. The Intuitionistic considerations offered above render
unreasonable any demand for a proof of the Standard Belief, We do not know

what would constitute a proof of a principle as basic as the Standard Belief;

and anyway the burden of proof does not lie with the speciesist, The

T e s e e e e o

Intuitionistic considerations do not make it unreascanable for philosophical
assent to speciesism to await the presentation of some plausible rationale
for the Standard Belief. The Deonotological and Utilitarian arguments offered
here are plausible rationales. WNo more need be claimed for them. Suffice

_—
that, whatever their weaknesses, they are strong enough to compel a reasonable

sceptic to acknowledge the moral and intellectual respectability of speciesism.

% ¥ -
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Footnotes

Many matters discussed in the first three sections of this essay are
discussed in greater detail in my ‘*Philosophy on Humaanity' in E. Manier,

W. Liu & D. Solomon, eds., Abortion, University of Notre Dame Press, 1977.

An analogous point may be made about another misformlated issue: Do we

have obligations to future generatioms. Here too I know I am not alone in
acknowledging that the interests of future persons do, by themselves,
provide.reasons for action for present persons, while denying the existence

of any obligations (and correlative rights) in this matter. Specific

members of a prior generation may have special obligations to specific

members of a succeeding generation (e.g., parents or grandparents to ti-zir
descendents), but the guestion at issue concerns Some general obligation

held by any member of orne generation to amy member of any succeeding
generation. One objection to admitting such an obligatioa is just this.
Clearly our generation is in many ways substantially worse off than we

would have been if past persons (e.g., the Nazis) had acted otherwisé. They
could have acted otherwise without significant self-sacrifice or intragenerational
wrongs, and should have done so if only for the sake of our generatiom. Still,
it seems plain to me that they did not fail in some obligation to me or my
generation; I cannot sensibly claim that they violated my rights or coamni tted
an injustice against me or even that they wronged me. And though this

present geaerafion's knowledge and power with respect to our descendents

may be notably greater than that of past generations to their descendents,

the difference seems insufficient in degree or kind to render it plausiblé

that ours is the first generation to have obligations to its future

generations.
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Yootnotes (continued)

Though the negative thesis of Intuitionism is nob at issue here, it may be
worth noting that, even if no true belief is incapable of being justified
by other beliefs, arguably any justification for a normative belief (moral,
epistemological or otherwise) will at some point employ intuitions. Though
the latter may themselves be justifiable, that in turn may require the

employment of still other intuitions, and so on.

In the Rawlsian version of this test, the implicatien is allegedly that
having an original capacity for a sense of justice and a conception of one's
own good is sufficient for having an independent moral status. (Chapter 77,

A Theory of Justice, Harvard University Press, 1971.) Yet in Rawls' own

termg that inference seems both too weak and too strong. Too weak because
when he confronts the issue of a just savings principle and the general
problem of justice between generations, he elects to conceive of voters in
the original position as representing not themselves alone, but rather a
family line, and he does not there limit the line to those offspring with
a native capacity for a sense of justice and é conception of their own

good. (Chap. 44. Cf also Chap. 33.) Too strong, because when he is

directly addressing the general question of the basis of an independent

moral status his conclusion is a non sequiﬁor: no reason is or can be
given why the voters would be motivated to extend the franchise to anyone
other than themselves. While possessing the twin original capacities may
be a necessary condition for membership in the original position, it is not
sufficient since, for example, one's rational capacities must be developed
before one can engage in the voting activity and secondly one must be a

member of the particular social group the rules of whose institutions are



13

Footnotes {(continued)

the subject of the voting. The Rawlsian disinterested voters have no

reason to accept the additional burdens which would result from 71 o
el

extending to nonvoters the protections the voters want for themselves. Ji&ljigu

- : el )
5. Obviously this paragraph is a highly condensed statement of a large and- Lﬁjﬁ{

complex matter.



