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BIOCENTRISM, MORAL STANDING AND MORAL SIGNIFICANCE 

Robin Attfield 

INTRODUCTION 

One of the four questions which PhilosophicB has asked contri
butors to address runs as follows: "Can biocentrism be justified 
without accepting B priori that all living beings deserve moral 
consideration?" Now on one understanding, biocentrism consists 
precisely in the claim that all living beings are morally consi
derable; indeed Richard Sylvan has criticized George Sessions and 
Bill Devall for adhering to biocentrism in this very sense.1 There 
again, the theorist who uses 'biocentrism' of his own position, 
Paul W. Taylor, certainly includes the belief that all living 
beings have moral standing as an element in that position,2 and, 
unless I mistake him, as an B priori belief at that. On the other 
hand Taylor's biocentrism, as will be seen, has other (less accep
table) implications. 

It is as an implication of the first of Taylor's four compo
nents 'of the biocentric outlook on nature that the claim that all 
living creatures have moral standing comes in. According to this 
tenet, "humans are thought of as members of the Earth's community 
of life, holding that membership on the same terms as apply to all 
the nonhuman members". What these terms are is partly spelt out in 
the section entitled 'Humans as members of the Earth's community 
of life' (pp. 207-209); but it is also partly supplied earlier in 
the article, where at p. 201 the principle of moral consideration 
is presented. (Certainly the biocentric outlook on nature is sup-_ 
posed to supply the underpinning of the attitude of respect for 
nature which is being expounded in this earlier pas,sage; but the 
attitude is expounded by principles which dove-tail so tightly 
into the components of the belief-system that both principles 
and components are probably to be taken as elements of the same 
system.) This principle is presented in two forms. (1) "According 
to the principle of moral consideration, wild living things are 
deserving of the concern and consideration of all moral agents 
simply in virtue of their being members of the Earth's community 
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of life." {The context makes it clear that all living creatures 
are included, and not only wild ones.)Z- "But the principle of 
moral consideration prescribes that, with respect to each being an 
entity (should this read "being or entity"?) having its own good, 
every individual is deserving of consideration." 

Thus, to Taylor, the terms on which humans and nonhumans alike 
are members off the Earth's community of life include everyone of 
them being morally considerable. So, as long as we forget for 
present purposes about the possibility of life on other planets, 
the tenet that all living creatures deserve moral consideration is 
fundamental to Taylor's biocentrism. 

There is also reason to conclude that Taylor adopts his belief
system on an B priori basis; for he holds that such a system of 
belief cannot be "proven to be true", nor wholly expressed either 
in empirically verifiable propositions or in analytic truths; yet 
it constitutes a "coherent, unified, and rationally acceptable 
"picture" or "map" of a total world" (p. 205). The components can 
be expounded, but nothing more can be done to justify them besides 
exhibiting their mutual coherence and their freedom from unanswer
able objections. Granted further that the moral considerability of 
living creatures is neither an empirical nor an analytic proposi
tion, it can be concluded that it is accepted B priori. 

One of the questions, therefore, which need to be asked is 
whether this particular tenet of biocentrism can be justified or 
defended in any other way, and this question I shall be addressing 
shortly. But the further issue also arises from the question put 
by Philosophica of whether biocentrism as a whole can be defended 
at all. And it will be defensible as a whole only if Taylor's 
belief in biotic egalitarianism3 can itself -be upheld, a belief 
which is implicit in Taylor's denial of the superiority of human 
beings over members of other species (component 4 of the biocen
tric outlook, p. 207), and in his defence of this denial (pp. 
211-218). The issue, then, of whether all living creatures have 
like moral significance is the other issue which I shall address. 

DEFENCES OF BIOCENTRISM 

It is sometimes suggested that practical principles of a biocen
tric kind could be derived from a much less generous account of 
moral considerability, combined with an enlightened view of human 
self-interest4; and it might be thought that an alternative defen
ce of biocentrism could be arrived at in this way. But this would 
be a mistake. For there must be possible cases where a difference 
to the action of moral agents would be made by whether or not non
human living creatures have moral standing, and thus matter in 
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their own right. Where no human interests arise, or where they are 
evenly balanced, the moral considerability of nonhumans, and what 
I, with Taylor, take to be the related fact of the intrinsic value 
of their good, constitute reasons for action which would not exist 
if nonhumans lacked such standing, and were only of instrumental 
value; and these reasons will often dictate different action (or 
forbearance from action) from the actions which would otherwise 
have been right or obligatory. (The moral standing of nonhumans 
can also, of course, make a difference in cases where human inte
rests are at stake and are not evenly balanced; but the types of 
cases just cited present a readier test of the proposed defence 
of biocentrism.) As different actions are indicated if nonhumans 
have moral standing from those indicated if they lack it, the 
praclical principles of biocentrism cannot be defended in the 
manner proposed. 

Yet the belief that all living beings have moral standing may 
still be capable of justification or defence. One possible form of 
defence is an analogical argument form the moral standing of human 
beings. For it is usually granted that all human beings have moral 
standing; and it may be argued that, if this is really true of all 
and not only of some of them, then moral standing attaches equally 
to all other living creatures. This would be because of the sub
stantial similarities between living creatures in general and 
human beings, including those human beings who lack the capacities 
which have often been thought to make humans distinctive, such as 
rationality, self-consciousness and the capacity for moral agency. 

For unless it is to be held that human beings have moral stan
ding just because of their species-membership, it must be allowed 
that this standing arises because of either characteristics which 
they have or relations in which they stand. But as some humans 
stand in no relation to any other person, but would not normally 
be supposed to lack moral standing for all that, the fact that 
they deserve moral consideration must be due to their qualities 
or capacities. Thus it is often allowed that the capacity to ex
perience pleasure and pain is enough to ensure moral standing; 
and, if this is so, then all sentient nonhumans must have moral 
standing also. 

But some human beings lack this capacity, whether through 
brain-damage or as a result of having fallen into an irreversible 
coma. Now admittedly there is room for dispute about whether such 
humans still have moral standing; yet the 'strong inclination of 
most people would be to give an affirmativ~ answer to this ques
tion. These people, after all, remain living beings, with all the 
capacities which are necessary for the maintenance of human life; 
and they still plausibly have interests of their own, even if, as 



50 ROBIN ATTFIELD 

may be true of some of them, it would be better for them if their 
life were to end. But if humans of this kind have moral standing, 
then whatever other creatures have interests of their own and the 
capacity. of sustain a continuing life would seem to have moral 
standing also. This would apply not only to creatures capable of 
conscious experiences and of self-motion, but also to other living 
creatures in general, with their capacities of growth, ingestion, 
excretion, reproduction and self-maintenance. 

This argument, however, may seem to suggest that the only rea
son why nonhumans count in morality is their similarity to abnor
mal or to severely malformed or retarded humans. And it may also 
seem to degrade both the nonhumans and the humans which fall with
in its scope; for the nonhumans are presented as comparable with 
defective humans, as if they had no powers of their own, and the 
humans are presented as altogether on a par with vegetables. In
deed if there were no more to be said, these implications might 
easily seem to follow. In fact, however, there is importantly more 
to be said, and what remains to be said significantly supplements 
the argument in a way which shows that these apparent implications 
do not stand. Thus the argument remains a cogent one, though, 
being .analogical, it lacks the coercive force of a demonstration. 

The key point which remains to be made is that living creatures 
each in different ways have the capacity to lead the form of life 
proper to their own kind. This is why they are not to be consi
dered -merely as organisms which fail to be nondefective humans; 
and this is what makes them curiously alien to ourselves, and at 
the same time an unending source of fascination and wonder. Now 
this point could be taken as a source of dissimilarity between 
humans and the various nonhuman kinds; but actually the capacity 
to lead a life proper to one's kind is something common to humans 
and other living creatures. Indeed this capacity explains the 
respect which is accorded to human beings; and its waning helps to 
explain why there are doubts about the moral standing of the, se
verely brain-damaged and the irreversibly comatose. Yet the capa
city of these people to sustain human life indicates that they 
have moral standing still. 

In any case, the capacity to lead a life proper to one's kind 
is a sufficient condition of having interests and a good of one's 
own; and it may reasonably be held that it is in virtue of resem
bling humans in respect of having interests and a good of their 
own' that nonhuman living creatures merit moral consideration. 
This, then, would be the basic analogical argument in support of 
the moral standing of all living creatures; the above version of 
the so-called argument from marginal cases, while remaining co
gent, is n~t after all the central argument, or required to bear 
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the full weight of the conclusion. 
Thus the moral standing of all living creatures is a belief 

which can be supported by analogical reasoning from a presup
position of most of those who reflect on morality, namely that 
all human beings have moral standing. But, as with analogical 
reasoning in general, the conclusion will be no stronger than the 
analogy, and its reliability may be questioned by those who stress 
the relevant disanalogies between humans and (some or all) non
human living beings, except where the dissimilarities can be shown 
to be irrelevant. So far, then, the. proposed defence amounts to 
there being important similarities between creatures of admitted 
moral standing (human beings) and all other living beings; but, as 
similarities and dissimilarities are infinite, there will be no 
point at which the assessment of the argument could be complete, 
and it would always remain possible that dissimilarities might be 
found which would outweigh the similarities and thus overthrow the 
cogency of the conclusion. 

Nevertheless I want now to show that the moral standing of all 
living creatures may be a necessary truth. This is compatible with 
the conclusion just arrived at that, as far as analogical argu
ments are concerned, the moral standing of all living creatures 
could never be conclusively established. Even if this belief could 
not be established in any way at all, its logical status could 
still be one of necessity. I shall now indicate why this might be 
so. 

The conclusion that all living beings have moral standing can 
be validly deduced from two other propositions, the propositions 
(A) that all living beings have a good of their own and (B) that 
whatever has a good of its own has moral standing. Now (A) is 
plausibly true; indeed the case for its being true is well set out 
in Taylor's essay and his replies to criticisms.5 Further, it is 
difficult to see how anything could be a living being and fail to 
have a good of its own; for any living being would have the capa
cities required for sustaining the life of its own kind, and the 
possibility of their development or realization would show it to 
have a good of its own. Artefacts, on the other hand, only at most 
have a derivative good, i.e. the performance of the function for 
which they were contrived. The problem certainly arises a1:;>out 
living beings which are, if regarded in one way,· human artefacts, 
having been bred for various purposes. Yet the breeding can only 
operate as far as inheritable potentials allow; and anything with 
inheritable potentials for growth and self-maintenance must have a 
good of its own for that very reason. Proposition (A), then, seems 
to be a necessary truth. 

The case for proposition (B) has been well presented by Kenneth 
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Goodpaster (6). Anything which can be benefited or harmed mrist be 
regarded as having moral standing, granted the centrality of bene
ficence within morality; and everything with a good of its own can 
be benefited or harmed. I do not wish to add directly to this case 
here, but would rather point out that the same reasoning applies 
to any possible world. There might be thought to be a pt:0blem 
about worlds containing no moral agents, as harm might be thought 
to be there impossible, even to creatures with a good of their 
own; but in fact they could still be harmed by themselves, or by 
fellow-members of their species, even if none of them were moral 
agents. Thus if (B) is true at all, it is necessarily true. Some 
people would probably question whether it can be known to be true; 
but in any case its necessity is as defensible as its truth. 

Thus the moral standing of all living beings is validly dedu
cible from two propositions which are, plausibly, both necessarily 
true. This clearly amounts to a strong justification of that be
lief itself. For with regard to this argument, no disanalogies 
between human and nonliving beings are relevant, and the conclu
sion is just as reliable as the premises are. I sh.ould not claim 
that the argument establishes its conclusion, as I cannot demon
strate the truth of proposition (B), or therefore its necessary 
truth either; yet the argument does give good grounds for the 
conclusion to be adopted. 

It may, of course, be suggested that this argument adds little, 
as it amounts to reasoning from a' priori premises to a conclusion 
which otherwise has to be accepted (or rejected) a priori. Indeed 
if 'a priori', as applied to propositions, is taken to mean 'ne
cessary', then this is true, but it would also be misleading, as 
necessary premises are premises of the strongest possible kind, 
and no source of complaint. If, however, 'a priori' is taken to 
mean 'without logical support other than self-evidence', then the 
suggestion is false; for proposition (A) is plausibly analytic and 
grounded in concepts, and proposition (B) can be defended by a 
combination of Goodpaster's defence and the supplementary points 
given above. Someone who had not previously found the belief that 
all living beings have moral standing credible might come to adopt 
it through being persuaded of the separate merits of these two 
propositions. Thus this particular component of biocentrism can be 
justified in a manner which is not, in this second sense, a prio
ri, and gains in credibility accordingly. 
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CAN BIOCENTRISM BE JUSTIFIED ? 

On Taylor's account, however, biocentrism includes biotic ega
litarianism, the claim that the realization of the good of any 
living creature is of like intrinsic value with the realization of 
that of any other. For when Taylor argues against belief in the 
superiority of humans over other living creatures, he is not only 
denying that all humans should be accorded priority over all non
humans, but is also denying that the realization of the good of 
any human shou~d ever, as such, be regarded as intrinsically more 
valuable than the realization of that of any nonhuman, and indeed 
that the realization of the good of any type of living creature 
should ever be regarded as intrinsically more valuable than the 
realization of that of any living creature of a different type. 
Now the first of these denials might easily be accepted; as I have 
pointed out elsewhere7 "Donald VanDeVeer is surely right to deny 
that we should save the life of an infant human with Tay-Sachs 
disease by means of a kidney transplant from a healthy chimpanzee 
of greater capacities"B, (e.g. of greater skills and intelli
gence). But the main denial is harder to accept. Taylor argues for 
it on the count that there is no rational basis for recognizing 
"greater inherent worth" in humans than in nonhumans as such; but 
even if this argument were successful it might only show that the 
realization of the good of some (but not all) nonhumans is at 
least as valuable as the realization of that of some (but not all) 
humans, and not that all are of like worth or value. 

When, however, Louis G. Lombardi argued that types of creature 
with a wider range of capacities are of greater inherent worth 
than types with a narrower range9, Taylor ac~epted the coherence 
of the suggestion that one creature might have greater inherent 
worth than another, but claimed that Lombardi had not shown that 
there are any actual such differences of inherent worth. Creatures 
have inherent worth, he retorts, not because of their capacities 
taken by themselves, but because their capacities are 
"interrelated functionally so that the organism as a whole can be 
said to have a good of its own which it is seeking to realize ••• 
Insofar as all living things are ascribed some inherent worth, it 
is the simple truth that each one has a good of its own which 
counts as the sufficient ground for such worth. This is what their 
having intrinsic worth means 11.".10 

Now this passage is an elaboration of Taylor's account of in
herent worth in his original paper.ll But without examining the 
earlier account and its relation to the elaboration, it can easily 
be seen that if the elaboration is accepted, and what is there 
said is what it means to have intrinsic worth, then nothing which 
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has intrinsic (or inherent) worth could conceivably have greater 
intrinsic (or inherent) worth than anything else. For the various 
different organisms which have a good. of their own will each have 
intrinsic (or inherent) worth, and will have it equally; and no
thing could make them have it more or less. But, this being so, 
the discovery that everything which is morally considerable, and 
the realization of the good of which is of intrinsic value, is (in 
Taylor's sense of the terms) of equal intrinsic (or inherent) 
worth does not begin to answer the question whether the good of 
some things counts in morality more than the good of others. It 
remains an open possibility that the moral significance of orga
nisms varies, even though they are alike both in moral consi
derability and in intrinsic (or inherent) worth. 

The moral so far is that the question of degrees of moral si
gnificance can best be discussed without reference to the all-or
nothing notion of inherent worth in Taylor's sense. The issue, 
to use termE! 'which Taylor could accept, becomes that of whether 
the realization of the good of anyone creature is of equal in
trinsic value to that of the realization of the good of any other 

_ creature; and it certainly makes sense, as Taylor would agree, for 
there to be degrees of intrinsic value. 

Now as soon as the thesis of biotic egalitarianism is examined, 
it turns out to have unacceptable implications. Thus it implies 
that, when water is scarce, and the small quantity available can 
be given either to a human or to a plant, and other considerations 
are equal, there is no stronger obligation to give it to one ra
ther than to give it to the other, and it is thus indifferent to 
which of the two recipients the water is given. But any proposed 
ethical principle which implies this must be abandoned, on the 
count of having sundered its links with any system recognizable as 
an operative and defensible morality. It is no good for Taylor to 
introduce at this point his belief in human rights, and claim that 
the human recipient's right against the human agent distributing 
the water gives her priority; for he also holds that the obli
gations to nonhuman living creatures are' just as strong as the 
obligations which correspond to human rights, and thus that human 
rights make a decisive difference (if anywhere) only in dealings 
between humans which have no effect on other living cr-eatures. 

There again, biotic egalitarianism implies that, other things 
being equal, wherever a greater number of creatures could occupy 
a microhabitat currently occupied by a lesser number, and the 
greater number could not exist or continue to exist elsewhere, 
it would be better for the greater number to move in, and there
fore for any moral agent who could bring this about to proceed to 
do so, even at the cost of the loss of the lives of the lesser 
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number, and even li the lesser number were humans or other cha
racteristically self-conscious creatures, and the greater number 
were not. For if the realization of the good of each creature is 
of equal intrinsic value, (i.e. each life is of equal moral si
gnificance) J then the realization of the good of more must take 
priority over the realization of the good of less; and accordingly 
there would, if other things are equal, be an overriding obli
gation on any moral agent able to control which creatures occupy 
the microhabitat to introduce to it the greater number of crea
tures, even if this resulted in the death of the lesser number. 

Worse still, it is unclear whether, in most cases, a human who 
kills another does not act just as this overriding obligation 
would direct. For though the death of a human may involve the 
deaths of the numerous organisms to which each human plays un
witting host, it also facilitates the lives of numerous other 
organisms which are agents of decomposition and decay; and li the 
latter would outnumber the former, and other things are equal, 
there would be an overriding obligation to bring all this about. 
Once again, a moral theory with such counterintuitive implications 
should be rejected. 

I should not wish, however, to be taken to be supporting the 
position of Lombardi, who seems to hold that their greater range 
of capacities gives humans as humans a greater moral significance 
than nonhumans. For some nonhumans, like the chimpanzee of VanDe
Veer's example, have capacities which compare favourably with 
those of some humans; and, even if there are utilitarian reasons 
for treating those humans which lack the characteristic capacities 
of humans like other humans, there are also strong moral reasons 
for according like consideration to intelligent .and self-conscious 
nonhumans, where their interests are at stake. 

Nevertheless, I do consider Lombardi to have the right approach 
when he attaches dliferent degrees of intrinsic value to the rea
lization of different capacities. (This approach need not involve 
discrimination between humans of, say, different degrees of intel
ligence, as it could be that there are thresholds below which 
differences of capacity are of no significance.) Lombardi is BU-

rely fundamentally right to accord significance to the capacities 
for. consciousness and sentience. Thus, other things being equal, 
where the small quantity of water which is available can be given 
either to a creature which can undergo frustration and the pangs 
of thirst or to one which cannot, the former should be preferred; 
and where it can be given either to a. self-conscious creature, 
able to anticipate future frustration and pangs as well as to 
undergo them in the present, or to one which can experience but 
not anticipate them, then preference should be given to the one 
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with foresight. Like Lombardi, I should also contend that even 
capacities which do not involve consciousness or self-conscious
ness can also make a crucial difference. 

It will not, however, be simply the possession of extra capa
cities (or of extra capacities of a different type) which entitles 
the possessor to priority, as Lombardi seems to suggest; for the 
number of capacities possessed is relative to the number of des
criptionswhich we may care to use, and, there again, many capaci
ties plausibly add nothing of moral significance (e.g. the capa
city for inertia). Nor should priority go to just any member of 
a species the characteristic capacities of which are more notable; 
for the individual concerned may lack the characteristic capaci
ties, or, without being lacking, the capacities may be entirely 
irrelevant to the treatment which the individual stands to receive 
on this occasion. (A human's capacity for theoretical reasoning 
does not make the pain of an experimental pin-prick worse than it 
would be for a guinea-pig lacking this capacity.) . 

This is not the place to develop a positive account of the 
relative intrinsic value of the realization of different capa
cities, or of the relative significance of different creatures; 
this is in any case something which I have attempted to do else
where. 12 But if Taylor's biotic egalitarianism is unacceptable, 
and Lombardi is on the right lines in recognizing different in
trinsic value in the realization of different capacities, then 
there is an important moral to draw. For Taylor denies that there 
is any point of view from which any capacities are superior to any 
others, which is not already the point of view of one creature or 
other. Human capacities will be important from the point of view 
of humans, but so will flight be from that 'of birds and photo
synthesis from that of trees; and, beyond this, nothing supposedly 
can be said about t.he value of the realization of capacities as 
such. But, since the needs of different creatures do not all count 
alike, and the possession of capacities such as self-consciousness 
does sometimes endow the possessor with greater moral signifi
cance, there must be a point of view beyond those of the several 
creatures each striving to attain its own good. I hesitate to call 
this point of view an 'interpersonal' one, since it takes into 
account intrinsic goods which may befall living nonpersons as well 
as living persons; but perhaps this point of view may, without too 
much distortion, be called an 'intersubjective' one. When Taylor 
allows that if some state of a creature has intrinsic value there 
is a reason for any moral agent to respect or promote it, and 
contends that the intrinsic value of the realization of the good 
of each organism is equal, he seems himself to be adopting this 
point of view. What I am adding is the claim that, where there are 
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intersubjective reasons for action, some can be intrinsically 
stronger than others, and that, where the good of different crea
tures is in question, all operative and defensible moral systems 
presuppose that the realization of certain capacities of itself 
supplies reasons which take a high priority relative to other 
capacities. 

My other conclusion concerns the question posed by PhiloSophi
ca. For, as biocentrism includes belief in biotic egalitarianism, 
the justifiability of this belief is a necessary condition of the 
justification of biocentrism. Since, as has been seen, biotic 
egalitarianism cannot be justified at all, the answer to any 
question beginning "Can biocentrism be justified ••• ?" must 
unequivocally be "No" .13 
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