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Foreword

PETER SINGER

AS PLATO SO ably demonstrated, the dialogue form is well suited to philosophy. In the context of a more or less natural exchange between two inquiring minds, it enables the author to develop a position while forestalling possible misunderstandings and dealing with likely objections. In the first third of this book, Paola Cavalieri uses her dialogue to develop an objection to the idea that because some conscious beings have certain desirable or important characteristics that others lack, or have these characteristics to a higher degree, they have a higher moral status. This aspect of our thought, which Cavalieri calls “perfectionism,” is fundamental to much of our ethical thinking, especially that which we use to deny nonhuman animals the same moral status as our fellow human beings, and so to justify our use of animals for food, as tools for research, for fur, or for entertainment. The problem with this justification is that, as one of the characters in the dialogue points out, we reject any suggestion that this same perfectionism should determine moral status among members of our own species. Perfectionism justifies the superiority of humans over animals, but within our own species, moral equality must prevail. How can that be defensible?

This is an important moral argument, and it is presented here in a form that is lucid, concise, and easy to read. As a critique of a widely held moral view it is, in my opinion, entirely successful. Still, the rejection of this standard view leaves us with a choice that is perhaps not quite as obvious as Alexandra Warnock and Theo Glucksman, the characters in the dialogue, take it to be: should we grant to nonhuman animals a basic moral status equal to that of humans, or should we recognize gradations of moral status for humans?

If this argument were all that the book you are holding contained, it would be well worth reading, though those familiar with philosophical work about animals in recent decades would recognize that it draws on earlier work, including that of Cavalieri herself, in her tightly argued book, The Animal Question. What makes this volume original and particularly fascinating is that the dialogue about “The Death of the Animal” is itself the launching pad for a distinct and very lively debate about the nature of philosophy and the role that reason can play in ethics. That discussion gets started because, as the names of the dialogue’s protagonists suggest, they come respectively from the analytic and the continental philosophical traditions. So, although the conversation proceeds with the clarity of analytic philosophy, it isn’t long before Heidegger and Derrida are drawn into it. The differences between the two approaches to philosophy are brought into even sharper focus when the dialogue has concluded and other voices enter the discussion, in the roundtable that follows.

The ensuing set of exchanges between Cavalieri and Harlan Miller, on the one hand, and Matthew Calarco and Cary Wolfe, on the other, is one of those rare occasions in which people coming out of the analytic and the continental traditions actually meet in discussions on a specific subject and connect with each other’s positions. The topic of how we should think about animals proves to be very well placed to get to the heart of some important differences about how we should do philosophy and how philosophy can relate to our everyday life. This discussion should be particularly enlightening—if I may use that term without showing too much bias—for those who grew up with the idea that the analytic tradition is conservative and part of the establishment, while the continental tradition, especially in its postmodern aspect, is more critical and more radical.

The discussion between two very distinct ways of doing philosophy is subsumed by an even larger challenge, posed by the novelist J. M. Coetzee, who in his pithy contributions to the book asks whether the dialogue between Warnock and Glucksman is not itself, in the heavy weight it gives to reasoned discussion, an instance of “perfectionism in practice.” This leads Coetzee to suggest—as his character Elizabeth Costello has already suggested in the novel that bears her name—that it isn’t ethical reasoning that leads us to form our views about animals and whether we should eat them, but something quite different, something more like a “conversion experience.” Coetzee also refers to it as a “mute appeal” or, borrowing a term from Levinas, a “look.” This experience comes first, and the philosophical argument is just a kind of rationalization for it.

In saying this, Coetzee sides with other skeptics, not all of them sympathetic to postmodernist critiques of the role of reason, about the role of argument in moral life.1 He suggests that all the participants in this book are “where we are today”—that is, have a deep moral concern about the way animals are treated,

not because once upon a time we read a book that convinced us that there was a flaw in the thinking underlying the way that we, collectively, treat nonhuman animals, but because in each of us there took place something like a conversion experience, which, being educated people who place a premium on rationality, we then proceeded to seek backing for in the writings of thinkers and philosophers.

But to this Harlan Miller says, in effect: “You don’t speak for me.” Miller changed his views about animals, he tells us, precisely because he found himself unable to refute philosophical arguments against the way we generally think about, and treat, animals. If Miller’s and similar anecdotal accounts are right—and they are supported by one major sociological study of the modern animal movement2—then we have to credit ethical reasoning, of the kind exemplified in the dialogue with which this book begins, with greater efficacy than Coetzee and other skeptics are prepared to allow it.

There are, therefore, at least three major debates going on in this volume. There is the substantive ethical debate about whether perfectionism is defensible, and in particular, whether it can justifiably be used to bestow a higher moral status on human beings than on conscious nonhuman animals. There is the debate about whether to approach ethical issues using the tools of analytic philosophy, or instead to reflect on them in the manner of continental philosophers like Levinas and Derrida. But since such reflections are still a kind of philosophical reasoning, we can see Coetzee’s challenge as raising a third issue: whether we should be reasoning or philosophizing about ethical issues at all—rather than, perhaps, writing novels that may open people to new ways of looking at the world in which we live.

To debate so many really major issues at such a high level in so short a book is a truly remarkable achievement. After reading the pages that follow, I am sure you will agree.


The Death of the Animal

A Dialogue on Perfectionism

Prologue

A Greek island, a summer morning. Alexandra Warnock has finished her breakfast and is reading a book on a terrace, often stopping to glance at the sea. She is joined by her friend, Theo Glucksman.

THEO: Hi, Alexandra—already at work?

ALEXANDRA: Hi Theo—not quite—oh, well, in a sense … I am reflecting. And looking at something that reflects …

T: Do you mean the sea?

A: Yes. But please, Theo, sit down. It’s a beautiful morning.

T: (sitting by her side) Thus, reflecting on what?

A: On ethics—to be a little formal: on the question of what is right or what ought to be, so far as this depends upon our voluntary action…. Do you think that ethics can be perfected?

T: Well, in a sense, yes. We can develop more refined arguments or produce deeper thoughts. But in another sense, I think not. Ethics is different from scientific disciplines, which are marked by undeniable progress. Consider the relationship with history. The development of most scientific disciplines has made it implausible to appeal to their history as a source of guidance and inspiration. The study of the heliocentric theory, for example, is now in astronomy only of an erudite interest. Not so with ethics, which focuses on values and norms.

A: So you think, for example, that it is normal—or better, correct—that contemporary philosophers keep sticking, for example, to the age-old virtue theory in ethics?

T: Yes—or that they get inspiration from, or defend, many views or attitudes of the great authors of the past.

A: Things are not so simple, I fear. Take the discipline that we call aesthetics. It certainly deals with values. But we don’t think there has not been progress in aesthetics—at least progress that makes it possible to see some periods in the history of the discipline as somehow marked by forms of archaism. The same, I think, can hold for ethics as well.

T: An odd opinion, Alexandra. It is easy to see that ethics hasn’t undergone any of those spectacular changes that we can immediately detect in other fields.

A: This is true—but it is also hardly surprising. Unlike science, ethical reflection is not concerned with understanding and transforming the world. And, differently from aesthetics, it has not to do with enlightened opinions about pleasant or even admirable things. Ethical reflection deals with basic, often dramatic clashes of interests. This cannot but make it more resistant to change. Those who might achieve change—those in power—are not interested in altering the theoretical status quo, and those who would be interested—the weak—are not able to do it.

T: Nonetheless, you think that there have actually been changes? Well, if you are referring, as I suggested, to the idea that ethics has undergone a process of refinement, so that the main views of the past need to be somewhat polished and restated before use …

A: Not quite. Stephen Toulmin once observed that it cannot matter to us exactly what, e.g., Socrates said—indeed, that what we are looking for in doing ethics must even be independent of whether or not Socrates even existed.1 I agree. And, against this background of gaining distance from the revered legacy of our history, what I am referring to in particular is the idea that some points, or perspectives, of the past should be rejected as archaic, and should be gotten rid of in order to achieve a clearer idea of what is right or wrong.

T: Can you give me an example?

A: What I will give you is not an example—it is just the starting point of all my meditations …

T: … in front of the sea.

A: Not any sea—the Greek sea! Well, to be absolutely concise: what I am interested in are the questions of perfectionism, and of “the animal.”

T: Absolutely concise, but not absolutely clear. What do you mean by perfectionism? And in which sense the animal?

A: The two notions are connected. With “perfectionism” I do not refer to the concept long used to express the idea that what counts ethically is the achievement of a particular sort of excellence in human life. I’m thinking instead of the more recent sense of a categorization of the moral status of individuals—that is, of conscious beings.

T: Moral status?

A: Forgive me, Theo—I sometimes forget that your continental tradition is so different! One’s moral status is one’s place in the moral community: how much does one count? To what degree are one’s interests protected? As you can see, questions of moral status lie at the very core of ethics. And, to put it very simply, perfectionists hold that there is a hierarchy in moral status. They maintain that conscious beings, and their interests, deserve different consideration according to their level of possession of certain characteristics.

T: Thus, if I understand you well, perfectionism in this sense is a kind of gradualism—it accepts degrees in moral status. Some individuals matter more than some other individuals, and can be treated differently.

A: Exactly. But the term “perfectionism” is clearer because it better captures the idea that graduality in treatment is not based, for example, on random choice or on particular relations, but rather on the level of the presence of some favored elements. And what I am pondering is the idea that perfectionism is the legacy of atavisms that a perfected ethics can no longer accept.

T: One moment. You did not mention only perfectionism—you also mentioned the animal.

A: Yes, you are right. I also said that the two notions are connected. Actually, “the animal”—not the real, living, individual animals, such as the two seagulls you can see there, high in the sky, but a specific philosophical abstraction—has been, historically, an integral part of perfectionist views. “The animal” is what lies at the bottom of the perfectionist’s hierarchy. It is, par excellence, the negative term of comparison.

T: On this, I must agree with you. In our philosophical tradition, the notion of animality seems to have been created just to serve the metaphysics of the primacy of human beings—to stress, by contrast, our superiority. In fact, it appears to play the role of a normative rather than a descriptive concept.2

A: You have perfectly grasped the point. One might say that the derogatory category of “the animal” is the metaphysical ground for and the existence condition of perfectionism. The notion of animality is the pole that sheds its negative light on whoever is to be derogated. Historically, the subjugation of human beings has been usually coupled with their “animalization”—think of slaves, women, the disabled, native peoples…. Even those who are on the side of the victims tend to accept this logic. “I am not an animal! I am a human being!” cries the Elephant Man. And a philosopher like Emmanuel Levinas, clearly accepting that to be anything other than “human” is ipso facto a degradation, defined his condition as a prisoner in a Nazi camp as subhuman, describing himself and his companions as being reduced to a “gang of apes” entrapped in their species….3 Now, what if the time had come to erase such a negative notion from our mental landscape? Of course, it is not a question of rehabilitating nonhuman beings from an empirical point of view.

T: Something that, as far as I know, is currently being done in many scientific fields after centuries of complacent distortions.

A: Though, I would add, still with much difficulty, since even in this case the “data” tend to be interpreted under the influence of implicit metaphysical premises, which keep shaping their interpretation by an obstinate policing of the human/animal boundary.4 The question I am referring to, however, is a more directly philosophical one. We should get rid of a metaphysical concept—the animal—and we should disentangle all the ethical notions or attitudes that, by overlapping and confusingly intertwining, keep perfectionism, together with “the animal,” alive. But this is not a task for now, Theo. Let’s go and have a swim in these clear waters.

T: I gladly accept, but only on condition that we continue our conversation.

A: Of course—tomorrow morning.

First Day

Alexandra Warnock is on the terrace, eyes closed. She starts when Theo Glucksman arrives. The Great Myths.

T: Alexandra—did I frighten you? Were you asleep?

A: Oh no, Theo … or perhaps yes. I was half-asleep.

T: I am sorry—I am a little late.

A: Don’t worry, Theo—I wasn’t going anywhere. I like staying here.

T: Along the way, I met Olga. Do you know her?

A: I think so. Is she tall and handsome, with long curly hair?

T: Yes. Olga is indeed beautiful. And a charming talker. She likes to tell tales. Today, she told me the intricate story of a cousin of hers, who has come back to Greece after a long absence. I somehow lost the sense of time.

A: It is incredible how stories and tales fascinate human beings. A great writer once stressed this point well, but now I can’t remember his exact words. At any rate, this seems to be a good starting point for our conversation….

T: In which sense?

A: If you remember, yesterday I hinted at the intertwined elements of our ethical discourse that support perfectionism, and, with it, the notion of “the animal.”

T: Of course I remember.

A: Well, one of those elements is narratives. Human beings are not only charmed by stories in their individual lives. They cherish—indeed crave—general, collective stories as well. And they like to build great buildings on such stories. Narratives help them to make sense of the world and of their lives in it; they embody structures that offer answers to fundamental interpretive questions.

T: And is there anything wrong with that?

A: Of course not, as long as such narratives are not translated into normatively hierarchical frameworks. But the question is that, normally, the interpretations they embody are directly normative—while systematizing the world, they more or less implicitly set out obligations and taboos. And, even more importantly, they determine roles and questions of status.

T: Can you explain this a little better?

A: Think, for instance, of religious narratives. According to one of the most widespread among them, human beings were made by God in his own image, while nonhuman beings are mere creations. The latter are only a preparatory work, while the former are the apex of creation, directly molded by God. This is a story—how fascinating, I leave it to you to decide. But the fact is that such a story supports the normative implication that humans are superior beings, entitled to use nonhumans as they see fit. Do you remember—“have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that moveth upon the earth”—?5 Well, now, in secular ethics, we naturally discount the implications of narratives such as this. Religious people, we think, can have their beliefs, but these beliefs cannot normatively influence an acceptable universal ethics. The problem is, however—

T: I think I am starting to understand what you’re driving at.

A: That is to say?

T: You are going to say that there is a philosophical counterpart of such religious narratives.

A: Exactly—and that we do not behave in the same way when the normative implications of philosophical narratives are concerned.

T: I agree with you on the first point. If I remember well, Friedrich Nietzsche once noticed that, because philosophers often philosophized in traditional religious habits, or at least under the old inherited power of the same “metaphysical need,” they arrived at dogmas that greatly resembled religious doctrines.6 It is indisputable that there is a philosophical counterpart of religious narratives. Mainstream Western philosophers have been traditionally interested in constructing large-scale, superscientific explanations of things, typically characterized by a claim to some form of transcendent and universal truth. But what about normativity?

A: The point is, Theo, that, along the lines of the religious tradition of which such philosophical narratives are the theoretical heirs, ethics is swallowed up into the huge general systems built to explain the universe. In other words, general standards of status and norms for conduct are directly derived from these systems.

T: For example?

A: Oh, the examples are so many that it is difficult to choose. But perhaps the case of Martin Heidegger is particularly telling, as he was so explicit on this point. According to Heidegger, the basic philosophical question is, why is there anything at all, rather than nothing?7 In the face of such a grand question, what role can ethics play? A very minor and dependent one, we might guess. And in fact Heidegger, who did not personally devote much attention to the question, when pressed to formulate his views about it, claimed that ethics should reflect “man’s” place, and that such a thinking of man’s original element, though being in itself original ethics, is to begin with not ethics at all, but rather ontology.8 Nothing could illustrate more clearly how a possible code concerning both how to live and how individuals should be treated might be directly derived from a philosophical myth.

T: “Myth”? Isn’t the word somehow too strong?

A: Why strong? The word “myth”—which, as you know, in Greek means simply a “relating,” “a telling word”—is currently used in the sense of a more or less sacred story that can convey a lot of meaning but resides outside the disjunction true or false. “Myth” is the term we use to define the great metaphors that Plato—the last sage before the beginning of systematic philosophy, the most imaginative of ancient authors—used to illustrate his interpretations of the world. But “myth” is a term we might also use for the interpretations themselves—and not only in the case of Plato.

T: What you mean is that such interpretations are undemonstrable?

A: Yes, you can put it like that. And the same holds in the case of the interpretations offered by Aristotle, or Thomas Aquinas, or Leibniz, or Hegel—the list is quite long. For what did these remarkable thinkers do but offer great superscientific constructions residing beyond any possible verification, falsification, or simply rational challenge? How can we prove or disprove the idea that the ultimate reality is substance, or that there is any natural divine law, or that we live in the best possible world, or that history manifests the realization of the absolute spirit?

T: Or that language is the House of Being, just to go back to Heidegger.9

A: That is one of my preferred quotations…. Of course, we can find all or some of these views illuminating—we can gloss and discuss them, as so many philosophers do—but undoubtedly their nature is such that none of them can aspire to receive a general and uncontroversial rational assent. How can one say what might justify a belief in this field? Though we know how to correct our beliefs on physical objects, we have no idea regarding how to correct metaphysical beliefs on the ultimate nature of things. But … Theo, are you listening to me?

T: Oh, sorry, Alexandra—I was just reflecting….

A: In the meantime, do you want some orange juice? It’s becoming rather hot today.

T: Yes, please. How nice is it to drink when one is thirsty…. Oh, well, I was thinking that. I mean, is it necessary to attack in a specific way all these, let’s say, ontological views, when you could have appealed, more generally, to the is/ought question? In other words, why do you put so much stress on the fact that these views are, as you say, undemonstrable, when you probably subscribe to Hume’s logical point that it is always unwarranted to draw normative conclusions from descriptive premises?10 You might as well criticize any ethical approach based on scientific, demonstrable facts.

A: My dear Theo, you are certainly right—but only in a sense. Of course, I do not accept a direct derivation of values from scientific facts—such as, for example, one can find in some views in environmental ethics.

T: For example?

A: Well, for example those that locate the ultimate value in the biotic community and determine the moral status of beings on the basis of their contribution, to borrow the famous words of conservationist Aldo Leopold, to the “integrity, stability, and beauty” of the whole.11 Clearly, by using scientific interpretations of the world as guides for philosophical conclusions, such views violate Hume’s law. However, one must keep the distinctions clear. Unlike metaphysics, science can play a role in discussions of moral status. For one can—indeed, must—point to relevant empirical “data” (however deconstructed this notion may be) to substantiate specific moral claims—as when one stresses evidence of consciousness, or of particular psychological mechanisms, in this or that entity.

T: Also, on a different level, it seems to me that science can help us to better understand the phenomenon of morality, looking for its pretheoretical roots.

A: A good observation. Actually, sociobiological and ethological inquiries on the development of moral codes and virtues in social animals can reframe some of our questions and redirect some of our answers. There is room for argument and discussion here. The metaphysical views we mentioned, on the other hand, are quite another thing. They are systems of statements that are only apparently related as premises and conclusions. As Rudolf Carnap once put it, they do not assert anything, but merely express something.12 Both they and their use are archaic—a unquestioned legacy of the past.

T: That they are archaic in the sense of being dogmatic—of being, in other words, characterized by authoritative and often unconnected assertions of unproved principles or facts—one cannot deny. But can you be clearer about the question of their use?

A: The fact is that their idiosyncratic descriptions of the world tend to be naturally, though sometimes almost unnoticeably, translated into forms of perfectionism—that is, into hierarchies in moral status—due to the ancestral element of all-inclusivity they inherit from religion. As we have seen, traditionally, religious views are overall, integrated explanations of things already embodying normative aspects—their “is” already embodies an “ought.” The same holds for the ontological views in question. For in their case too ethics merely plays an ancillary role—that of calling for the realization of values that already exist within “being” and issue from it.

T: But in a sense, this is normal, Alexandra. If you accept a philosophical interpretation of the world, you are guided and motivated by its insights. Just to mention an author who did have an interest, albeit minor, in the animal question, Arthur Schopenhauer: if one is convinced by his “will metaphysics,” and by the theory of morals issuing from it, one will naturally embrace compassion, even toward nonhumans.13 Perhaps one will also embrace self-renunciation.

A: I see your point, Theo. Actually, I should have been clearer about a fundamental issue. The fact is that ethics has as its object two sorts of theory of conduct. One is morality in the broad sense—an all-inclusive theory of conduct, which includes precepts about the good life, the character traits to be fostered, the values to be pursued. The other is morality in the narrow sense—a system of constraints on conduct, usually expressed in terms of negative duties, whose task is to protect the interests of others—e.g., do not harm, do not confine, do not kill. Questions of moral status—the questions in which we are now interested—concern morality in the narrow sense. If, in the case of broad morality, the demand to pursue a specific conception of the good life may leave room for the arbitrariness of specific worldviews, when it comes to defining toward whom one should restrict one’s conduct, the requirement for justification is the most stringent. Accordingly, appeals to undemonstrable metaphysical claims are unacceptable.

T: So you mean that were I, say, a follower of Schopenhauer I might personally conform to his idea of a central role for compassion in ethics, but I would be barred from the attempt to socially implement his views concerning the treatment of individuals…. Well, if I think, for example, of his infamous claims about the inferiority of women, it is certainly not difficult for me to agree with you!14 But of course your point is not substantive but formal. It refers to the way ideas and rules are produced, not to their content.

A: Exactly so. And the adjective “social” that you employed is perfectly chosen, Theo. Indeed, narrow morality can be also called “social morality,” because it is not about diversity of kinds of life but about uniformity of practices.15 Its content pertains to the realm of the right, not to that of the good—to the domain of the obligatory, not of the supererogatory.

T: Your previous reference to Schopenhauer was enlightening. Can you offer a few other concrete illustrations? The argument is dense, the day is hot….

A: You are right, Theo. And I was just about to give you some more examples. Imagine that you are a “barbarian” in an Aristotelian world. You would be seen as an inferior being since according to Aristotle there must exist a union of natural rulers and subjects, and those who can “foresee by the exercise of mind”—of course, Greek men—are by nature intended to be masters, while those who can work with their body—all non-Greeks—are subjects, and by nature slaves.16 Or imagine that you are a woman in a moral context dominated by Aquinas’s thought. Would you accept being considered a less valuable being than a man, because according to Aquinas the active force in the male seed tends to the production of a perfect likeness in the masculine sex, while the production of women comes from a defect in the active force and, consequently, women are characterized by a defect in the reason?17 Finally—

T: Sorry to interrupt you, Alexandra, but it strikes me that there was at least a point of agreement between authors so distant as Aquinas and Schopenhauer …

A: And many, many other authors. A philosopher once wrote that, when it comes to women, admirable theorists lose all sense of what their general style of thinking demands and simply recite clichés.18 Indeed, to be precise, she referred not only to the case of women but also to the case of animals. So, a final example regarding members of species other than our own. Imagine that you are a nonhuman animal. From a Heideggerian point of view, you could be lightheartedly killed, as you would not die, but merely perish. And this because, for Heidegger, “man” is not just a living thing possessing language, but rather lives within language, which is the place for Being, while nonhumans, lacking language, are “poor-in-world” and perennially “captured.”19

T: Quite clear now, Alexandra, quite clear. An acceptable narrow morality should get rid of these myths, no matter how great they may be. Of course, individuals cannot be at the mercy of idiosyncratic metaphysical hierarchies …

A: … and the value of their lives and interests cannot be degraded or discounted on the basis of arbitrary perfectionist interpretations of the universe. While ethics as a discipline is still burdened by a past in which it hadn’t yet attained its autonomy, everyday morality is starting to understand this. But that is for tomorrow, I daresay.

T: Yes, Alexandra. But tomorrow I have problems in the early morning—I can join you only around noon. Is that all right with you?

A: It is perfect, Theo!

T: But why are you smiling?

A: I’ll tell you tomorrow. Now, what about refreshing our minds with a dive into the sea?

Second Day

The sun is high in the sky, and the little bay is still and silent. Theo enters the terrace, which is empty. While he perches on the parapet, looking at the sea, Alexandra joins him. Masters and Slaves.

A: Hi, Theo. A wonderful time, isn’t it?

T: Yes, Alexandra.

A: We feel the magic of such moments. It’s the Great Noon.

T: Are you thinking of Friedrich Nietzsche? But he loved the mountains.

A: Not only the mountains, Theo. He loved the sea too. But you guessed what I referred to. And that is why I was smiling yesterday. Please, sit down here, in the shade.

T: You smiled because …

A: … because some—though not I myself—might consider our argument for today very Nietzschean, revolving as it does around masters and slaves.20

T: Why not yourself?

A: Well, because Nietzsche’s distinction between masters and slaves did not focus, at least explicitly, on levels of moral status, but rather on types of moralities. And maybe also because I hold that Nietzsche’s thinking harbored quite different, perhaps opposite, positions as well…. However, to go back to the further brick added to the wall of perfectionism I wanted to consider—

T: I’d say that, in philosophy, when one thinks of slavery, the first name that comes to mind is Aristotle.

A: Quite so, Theo. And it is indeed from Aristotle that we shall start. In concluding a survey of what he calls the misfortunes of virtue, Jerome Schneewind observes that the Aristotelian theory of virtue was suited to a society in which there was a recognized class of superior citizens, whose judgment on moral issues would be accepted without question. Virtue ethics sees character at the core of morality, and supposes that the central moral question is not, what ought I to do? but, what sort of individual am I to be? And Schneewind stresses that in its first, Aristotelian formulation, virtue theory was clearly concerned only with “superior” individuals—if not heroes, at least male, free members of a preferred ethnic group—do you remember the comment on “barbarians”?21

T: Of course I do.

A: Now, Aristotle’s blessed few dominated a scene crowded with inferiors—women, slaves, children, strangers—whose virtue resided in being at their service. To these blessed few were reserved the practice of the “golden mean” in dealing with their attitudes, the active life of the political community, and the supreme activity of theoretical contemplation. Even more than general criteria, it was their wisdom or phronesis that decided moral dilemmas.

T: Put like that, it seems that this kind of virtue ethics is not able to do at least one of the things we currently ask from morality—that is, to handle serious disagreements among equals.

A: You got directly to the point, Theo.

T: Yes, but may I add that this is no longer the case with later, and especially contemporary, versions of virtue theory? Maybe with some difficulty, but many authors have disposed of this antiegalitarianism.

A: Perhaps you are right, Theo, though I am not so sure…. At any rate, even if such first-level antiegalitarism might be eliminated from virtue ethics, there exists a second-level antiegalitarianism that cuts deeper in the theory, because it has to do with its very structure.

T: A second-level antiegalitarianism? What do you mean?

A: A rather simple thing. By seeing morality as a set of orientations for developing forms of excellence and for giving meaning to one’s life, virtue ethics gives center stage to moral agents, that is, to those beings whose behavior can be subject to moral evaluation. Accordingly, it dismisses or discounts mere moral patients, that is, those beings whose treatment may be subject to moral evaluation.

T: Let’s make this point clear, Alexandra, before proceeding. If I understand well, a moral agent is a being who can reflect morally on how to act, and who can be held accountable for her actions.

A: Perfect. And a moral patient is a being who is morally considerable in itself. Moral patients are the beings who should be taken into account when deciding how to act—the beings whose interests deserve direct protection.

T: In other words, they are the “others” of the golden rule.

A: Right. And of course moral agents too are moral patients, when they are, so to speak, at the recipient end of the action. That’s why I just spoke of mere moral patients, though the shorter “moral patients” is normally used to cover both the narrower and the wider sense.

T: All right, thanks—now you can resume the argument.

A: Well, what I was saying is that what virtue theory does—especially when, through a sort of “eliminatism,” it aims at doing all the work of ethics—is to confine attention to a special subclass of the beings that can be affected by the agent’s action. Among the many beings endowed with interests that can be thwarted, virtue ethics chooses to give protection—or special protection—only to those that have some favored characteristics, thus building an antiegalitarian moral community.

T: You mean that some beings that are morally considerable—moral patients—are structurally discounted with respect to other morally considerable beings—that is, moral agents? Is this the second-level antiegalitarianism you contrast to the first-level one of the blessed few?

A: Yes, and—

T: No, wait a moment … I am thinking of Kant. There is perhaps in his approach an unwitting connection between the first and the second level. In discussing the original social contract, Kant includes among the principles that must govern the “condition of right” the independence of each member of the commonwealth as a citizen. With this, he means that (adult, male) individuals can have a right to vote on specific laws only if they are masters of themselves, i.e., are not someone else’s servants or employees.22 It seems to me that here the Kantian notion of moral autonomy as a ground for superior moral status is directly translated into the notion of economic autonomy as a ground for superior political status. All this somehow echoes the antiegalitarian social bent of the initial form of virtue ethics.

A: I never noticed that, Theo. In a sense, it is quite revealing.

T: But I interrupted you. You were saying that—

A: That, as far as the deep structure of virtue ethics is concerned, the building of an antiegalitarian moral community can happen in several different ways. It can occur by a mere act of omission—by simply letting moral patients glide unnoticed into the shadows and be forgotten within the landscape of the pursuit of excellence—or by the overt defense of a hierarchy in levels of moral status. In all cases, however, perfectionism creeps in as a focus on the quintessential form of the moral agent, able to understand and apply principles and norms. For it is clear that, in order to reflect morally on how to act, one should obviously possess some demanding cognitive elements.

T: Are you referring to the favored elements you hinted at when we started our conversation? I’m glad that we are getting to this point.

A: Actually, you have already been confronted with them, though in an indirect way. While many have been the characteristics required for admission into the circle of moral agents—humans are imaginative beings!—no doubt the most commonly mentioned are three: self-consciousness, rationality, and conceptual-linguistic abilities. Doesn’t this list have a familiar ring to it?

T: In a general sense, the list is indeed quite familiar. The characteristics you refer to are certainly deeply cherished in our philosophical tradition. But more particularly?

A: More particularly, wasn’t a form of self-consciousness what Aristotle appealed to in defining the masters as contrasted to the slaves? Wasn’t reason what Aquinas employed to draw the line between woman and man? And finally, wasn’t language what carried so much weight with Heidegger? You can clearly see here a first instance of the overlapping between various ethical attitudes I mentioned at the beginning. Such overlapping grants surreptitious plausibility to each of them, insofar as the claims of the one draw acceptability from the analogous claims of the other. We see here a sort of redundancy effect.

T: Can you be clearer?

A: Redundancy occurs when there is “more than the minimum.” Here, the claims about the moral relevance of the favored characteristics, being apparently supported by various views, offer more than the minimum justification. Redundancy of information affords obvious advantages to the defenders of a view, for it helps to confirm expectations and renders it more difficult to master complex problems. This makes it necessary to disentangle and analytically examine the different elements before it becomes possible to challenge them. But are you tired, Theo?

T: Tired? Not at all. I am getting more and more intrigued. But what about you?

A: Not tired either—perhaps a little thirsty. Let me get something fresh….

Alexandra disappears into the shadowy room. Theo gets up and takes a few steps on the terrace. Alexandra comes back carrying a tray with a carafe. She pours the beverage and offers a glass to Theo.

T: Alexandra, your interest is not merely theoretical, correct? You have practical goals.

A: Correct, Theo.

T: Well, let’s sit down again, and please go on. What, then, about the three favored cognitive characteristics you mentioned?

A: Before proceeding, there is a question we should briefly touch upon. When philosophers construe these abilities, they usually do it in a dogmatic, unquestioning way. In particular, self-consciousness, rationality, and conceptual-linguistic capacities are defined in a categoric manner, which totally overlooks their actual multidimensional and gradational nature.

T: Are you suggesting that philosophers tend to employ ideological constructions rather than empirically verified phenomena?

A: Exactly, Theo. It is partly a problem of mistrust for and lack of familiarity with science, and partly the old problem of policing the boundary. And the odd thing is that their interpretations are so rigid as to de facto exclude many members of our species. This is something that the Neoplatonist philosopher Porphyry already stressed in the context of his case for philosophical vegetarianism, when he claimed that, according to the criteria of some philosophers, only a small minority of human beings could be considered rational, boldly adding that it is apparent that “many of our own species live from sense alone, but do not possess intellect and reason.”23 However, for the sake of argument, let’s set this problem aside, in order to continue our survey.

T: Well, it seems to me that the favored set of abilities cannot bring much grist to the mill of perfectionism when inserted in metaphysical—let alone religious—contexts. What, then, about the possible justifications for a perfectionist stress on these very abilities within the context of virtue ethics?

A: I’d say that, if one looks at the history of moral philosophy, the justifications appear to cluster, though not always explicitly, around a key idea. The idea is that moral agents are the existence condition of morality. If moral agents did not exist—so the argument goes—there could be no ethical norms. As a consequence, ethics is an internal affair of moral agents.

T: Apparently plausible.

A: Yes, apparently plausible—but actually based on a conceptual confusion. For the conclusion of the argument is reached merely by the shift from the idea that only moral agents can be morally responsible to the idea that only what is done to moral agents has moral weight.

T: You mean that—

A:—that one thing is the how, that is, the possibility of morality, and another is the what, that is, the object—or function—of morality.24 To acknowledge that moral agents make morality possible does not mean to make them the only moral patients.

T: And yet, this is a quite ingrained and widespread view.

A: So ingrained and widespread that a name has been coined for it—the “agent-patient parity principle.” But the idea that the class of moral patients coincides with the class of moral agents, far from being a self-evident ground for justification, stands in need of justification. And that we do not think such justification is easily found is shown by the fact that everyday morality rejects the idea that children or intellectually disabled individuals, who are unable to abide by ethical norms, are excluded from the moral community.

T: Is this one of the instances of the superiority of everyday morality over ethics as a discipline that you hinted at yesterday?

A: Yes, Theo. It is indeed curious how long the agent-patient parity principle has dominated Western ethics, and how seriously it is still taken today from a philosophical point of view. Perhaps, then, we should inspect it more closely…. Thus, why should we grant exclusive—or, in a softened version, superior—moral value to moral agents?

T: Well, perhaps because, somehow following Socrates, we think that an examined—or, better, a morally responsible—life is better than the opposite?

A: I’m sorry, Theo, but though you are in good company in giving such an answer—which seems to be taken for granted by quite a few thinkers—what we face here is another conceptual confusion. Indeed, this argument involves a category mistake. For it is one thing to say that an individual who can act morally, and chooses to do so, is better than another individual who can act morally, but doesn’t choose to do so—

T:—and another thing to say that an individual who can act morally is better than an individual who cannot act morally! I understand what you mean. I can think I am better than, say, a rapist who knowingly disregards the interests of his victim; but I cannot therefore conclude that I am better than a small child who impulsively hits her brother out of jealousy…. In the former case the comparison is between different actualizations of the same capacities, and in the latter it is between different capacities.

A: Exactly so, Theo. Thus, we can exclude the “Socratic” answer as based, to say the least, on a misunderstanding. If, on the other hand, one claims, as we have mentioned, that moral agents matter more because they are necessary if morality is to exist at all, without any further consideration of the point of morality, it seems that the only point of morality is: for morality itself to be able to exist.

T: An odd view, I must admit.

A: And one that could be defended only within the framework of an idiosyncratic worldview, granting morality a peculiar sort of solipsistic value. There is, however, a different reply to our question—one that can indeed be put in universal terms. Moral agents count for more, it can be claimed, because the introduction into the moral community can be justified by means of some sort of agreement. Since in order to abide by the agreement one must be a moral agent, the agreement will include only moral agents, who will thus turn out to be the only moral patients.

T: Thus, if I understand well, on this view moral norms would be the norms with which rational and self-interested individuals would agree to comply on condition that others agreed to do so as well. In other words, my compliance with the norms is the fair price I pay to secure your compliance…. It is not hard to detect behind this the elements of what have come to be known as contract theories.

A: You are perfectly right, Theo. But at this point, we should perhaps pause a little. For our line of reasoning has led us to a surprising conclusion—it has suggested a relationship between two quite separate, and often diverging, approaches to ethics. For virtue theory and contract theory have actually been, and still are, two serious contenders within the discipline—the former focusing on individual responsibility and on flexibility of behavior, the latter on strict general principles covering social morality.

T: And yet, it seems that there are common elements lying deep within them….

A: Indeed. First, unlike other models that, like utilitarianism and some rights theories, start from the, so to speak, morally relevant passive side of individuals, focusing on interests or on preferences, virtue ethics and contractarianism start from the morally relevant active side of individuals, insofar as they concentrate on moral attitudes or agency. Second, though perhaps less evidently, both approaches give prominent place to the element of self-interest—contractarianism by a direct appeal to it, and virtue ethics by the moral pursuit of an ideal form of life that is also the prudential pursuit of a meaningful, “good” life.

T: In this light, I think I must reframe my previous question about the possible justifications for a perfectionist stress on the favored set of characteristics. And the new question seems to be: does the contractarian approach offer any sound theoretical support for virtue ethics’, as well as for its own, stress on moral agents?

A: A correct framing, Theo, I daresay. And to try to answer this question, we can consider the version of contractarianism that appeals to the doctrine of your cherished Immanuel Kant—a doctrine in which, by the way, we do find side by side both the idea of a social contract and an ethics of virtue. Contractarianism of Kantian descent, which has been made famous by John Rawls’s theory of justice, is usually defined as “impartial contractarianism.” That moral demands are impartial is, of course, acknowledged by most moral theories. For its part, impartial contractarianism—along the lines of Kant’s suggestion that the rightful social contract does not exist as a fact, but is a regulative idea of reason25—sees (the most important sphere of) morality as the result of a hypothetical contract between rational agents. In other words, it tries to justify a system of moral principles by showing that agents would agree on them in a specified hypothetical circumstance—under a “veil of ignorance” that would prevent them from knowing their individual plight in society.26

T: If I understand you, then, on this view it is hypothetical choice, under hypothetical circumstances, that sets the standard for moral legitimacy, because such a choice embodies impartiality.

A: Perfect. The basic idea is that, though self-interested, the agents would opt for an impartial protection and distribution of goods insofar as they would aim at granting themselves fair treatment in case they ended up the worse-off in the actual world.

T: “There but for the grace of God go I” …

A: Well, more or less.

T: Thus, the device of—of the veil of ignorance seems to prevent any moral sanctioning of concrete bargaining power.

A: It seems, but it doesn’t. For a sinister element that has been eliminated at the level of the agreement between the parties is reintroduced at the level of admission to the discussion of the agreement. It is the idea of reciprocity.

T: Reciprocity a sinister idea? That’s curious—why do you say so?

A: Indeed, Theo, whenever I express such a judgment, I must face scandalized objections. And I concede there is a point in them—but only if they are strictly qualified.

T: That is to say?

A: As the philosopher James Rachels puts it, the requirement of reciprocity does contain the germ of a plausible idea. If an individual is capable of acting considerately of your interests, and refuses to do so, then you may be released from any similar obligation you might have toward her.27 But this is a very specific case, and one in which impartialism is not in question. In fact, reciprocity has little to do with impartialism. It replaces the golden rule “treat others as you would have them treat you” with what we might call the silver rule, “treat others as they would treat you.”28

T: Actually, Schopenhauer once said something along these lines…. Indeed, if I remember well, he put it more bluntly, as he suggested that, under the condition of reciprocity, egoism cunningly acquiesces in a compromise.29

A: Not only Schopenhauer was so clear, Theo, but Friedrich Nietzsche was as well. He claimed without hesitation that justice or fairness, being based on reciprocity and exchange between roughly equal parties, is clearly connected with egoism—or, to quote his exact words, that it “naturally goes back to the viewpoint of an insightful self-preservation.”30

T: This is rather convincing.

A: And you can see this point more clearly if you consider what reciprocity implies in conditions of serious imbalances in power. It is difficult to understand how being impartial is compatible with the fact of completely ignoring the interests of those who are unable to reciprocate. But rational contractors turn out to be entitled to do just this, since they gain no advantage from accepting principles that offer guarantees to individuals who are unable to give any guarantee in return.

T: How, then, can an “impartialist” perspective make room for this notion?

A: As far as Rawls is concerned, the key seems to lie in the fact that, when considering who is a party to the hypothetical contract, his perspective, following David Hume’s account of the circumstances of justice, keeps inserting relative equality within the normal conditions under which social cooperation is both possible and necessary.31 True, such relative equality does not refer to actual threatening power; it refers instead to moral personality, that is, to the fact of being a moral agent. But while the contract is hypothetical, the requirement of moral agency is an actual one. The impartial choice of principles under an ideal circumstance is limited to the parties that are moral agents in real life. Rawls himself is quite clear on this—he states that, by giving justice to those who can give justice in return, the principle of reciprocity is fulfilled at the highest level.

T: You mentioned David Hume, Alexandra. I must say that today is a day of strange associations. In the first place, you point to a connection between virtue theory and contractarianism. Then you point to a connection between Kant’s ethics and Hume’s ethics….

A: Does this suggest to you that I am going wild?

T: Oh no, Alexandra. What it does suggest to me is that, all considered, the number of main ideas in our past ethical reflection is not as large as we might have thought! But let’s return to impartial contractarianism and to the unsoundness of its focus on the demanding cognitive skills required for moral agency.

A: Well, though we are still far from crude mutual-advantage contractarianism of Hobbesian descent, where harm to innocent individuals lacking any threatening power can be rendered just by their mere inability to organize effective resistance, when all the dust has settled, here too it is just the weak and infirm who receive less moral protection. This, as has been observed, is a “mockery” of the idea of morality.32 For justice is normally thought of not as ceasing to be relevant in conditions of extreme inequality in power, but rather as being especially relevant in such conditions.

T: And is it fair to say that, as a consequence of the stress on reciprocity, not only nonhuman animals but also nonparadigmatic—that is, intellectually disabled—human beings turn out to be excluded from the higher moral sphere?

A: It is fair, if one rejects the introduction of slippery slope arguments and appeals to special relationships.

T: And why should one reject them?

A: Well, slippery slope arguments would simply duplicate the reference to self-interest we have just criticized in discussing the very notion of reciprocity. In this context, the idea that we should not take steps that might lead to further steps at the end of which there is something we want to avoid would be translated into the idea that we should not exclude nonparadigmatic humans from the higher moral sphere because of the risk that such a step might in the long run lead to our own exclusion! As for appeals to special relationships, they are the Trojan horse of any possible discrimination—think only of the resort to such appeals in defense of preference for the members of one’s tribe, or race, or …

T: I understand. Thus, it seems we can conclude that contract theory’s—and virtue theory’s!—preferential focus on moral agents is unwarranted.

A: Yes, Theo. The moral agent—the self-conscious, rational, and linguistically able individual—has no special claim as moral patient.

T: In other words, there is no place for a perfectionist distinction between masters and slaves in our contemporary egalitarian morality.

A: No place, luckily. Nor is there any place for the perfectionist distinction between the category of “man”—please notice the gender!—and the category of “the animal.” In a sense, the continued philosophical defense of such hierarchical approaches can be regarded as a “living fossil” in the field of ideas.

T: I suppose we have reached the end of the argument for today … and I suppose I shall be going now. (He stands up.) But it is difficult to extricate myself abruptly from all this. I’m glad I have to walk a little to get back home…. Alexandra, what about meeting in the afternoon, tomorrow?

A: When all lights grow quieter? It’s perfect. See you tomorrow, Theo.

Third Day

Alexandra and Theo enter the terrace together. Their hair is wet, and they are laughing. They drop onto the chairs. The Magic of Intrinsic Value.

T: We shall remember these days, Alexandra.

A: Definitely. But shall you keep in mind our conclusions too, and act upon them?

T: You never give up, Alexandra.

A: No, of course. Isn’t the aim of ethics practical? Doesn’t ethics deal with the rational pursuit of the goal of bettering the lot of vulnerable beings?

T: Though I personally agree with you, not all philosophers would subscribe to this. Possibly the majority wouldn’t.

A: Perhaps not, if you think of the authors who are still devoted to creating the great myths. However—

T: However?

A: I was about to say that in other areas the situation is radically different, but probably you are more nearly right than I thought…. Before the turn marked by the project of grounding ethics in its own sphere of reason, the rise of analytic philosophy was indeed accompanied by the idea that ethics has no goals and can allow only a limited, collateral role for rational argument.

T: Are you referring to the logical positivists’ view that reason’s only verifiable statements are either logical or empirical, and that, since moral statements fall outside both of these categories, moral statements are meaningless?

A: Exactly, Theo—I am just referring to this impoverished approach to reason, and to the attendant claim that ethical propositions are nothing more than the expression, or stating, of preferences and attitudes—be they personal or collective….33 Thus, in the analytic tradition as well one can find authors who have not attained the conception of ethics I referred to.

T: A good instance, it seems to me, is Ludwig Wittgenstein in his famous lecture on ethics.

A: Perfect, Theo, a perfect example, and well in tune with the last point I wanted to touch upon.

T: Namely?

A: Our final target is the notion of intrinsic value—a notion often put to use, or at least implicitly appealed to, within defenses of perfectionist accounts of moral status. Intrinsic value is central to Wittgenstein’s lecture. Curiously enough, in this text by one of the fathers of analytic philosophy, there is something strongly reminiscent of the position of so distant an author as Heidegger. If you remember, speaking of the attempt to fix his mind on what he means by ethical value, Wittgenstein states that he believes the best way of describing such an experience is to say that when he has it he wonders at the existence of the world.34

T: Of course I remember. And he adds that he is inclined to use such phrases as “how extraordinary that anything should exist.”

A: Wonderful, Theo—you are always so precise!

T: And then, after commenting that Ethics (with a capital e), if it is anything, is supernatural, while our words only express facts, he concludes that such experience seems to him to have in some sense an intrinsic, absolute value, and that no description that he can think of would do to describe what he means by such value….

A: Perfect. It is exactly this conclusion that I wanted to stress. Apart from the fact that, were ethics, contrary to what I suggested, that sort of supernatural thing Wittgenstein wants it to be, there would be precious little we could do to counteract both active malevolence and selfishness in our daily life, the relevant point is that it appears here most clearly an essential aspect of the notion of intrinsic value. It is the religious—indeed, supernatural—halo that surrounds it. And one thing is immediately apparent: the reverence and awe that the notion may inspire, while perhaps summoning acceptance and compliance, are certainly far from fostering analysis and argument.

T: The analysis and argument that you are just about to offer?

A: You are teasing me, Theo…. But in fact, the problem is just this—to examine more closely what it can mean to say of something that it has intrinsic value. And of course I am not the first one to do this. So we can borrow from what an American philosopher, Ben Bradley, has suggested.35 For Bradley, the answer to our question is twofold. On one side, to say of something that it has intrinsic value means to affirm that the value of the entity is not bestowed from outside, but is an integral part of the thing itself; on the other, it means instead that the entity can never be used merely as a means.

T: Quite interesting.

A: And, according to Bradley, this twofold answer points to the existence of two conceptions of intrinsic value, distinguishable by their different theoretical roles. If one is interested in answering certain questions in an overall theory of value, one is supposed to talk about a certain notion of intrinsic value—like the one defended by G. E. Moore—that is connected with the idea that what has intrinsic value makes the world a better place just by being around.36 If one is instead interested in determining the moral status of individuals and the ways they can be treated, one is supposed to refer to another notion of intrinsic value, traditionally traced to Immanuel Kant, which is connected with the idea that having intrinsic value means to be an end in itself.

T: And which one of the two conceptions seems to you sounder?

A: The fact is, Theo, that I find such a distinction, as you say, interesting—but not satisfying. To see why, let us start directly from the Kantian notion of end in itself. How does Kant justify the attribution of this kind of intrinsic—or “absolute”—value?

T: Well, if I recall correctly, while defending the principle that rational nature exists as an end in itself, Kant offers an alleged proof of its validity. In brief: since the human being necessarily thinks of his own existence as an end in itself, and since every other rational being thinks of his existence in the same way, it is an objective principle that rational nature exists as an end in itself.37

A: Just so. And it seems to me clear that, as a logical proof, the argument is hardly satisfying. For if the two premises are descriptive statements, the conclusion, which is a normative statement, is unwarranted. And if, on the other hand, the two premises are normative statements, in the sense that they refer to what rationality imposes as duty, the argument, far from offering a demonstration, becomes circular. From a heuristic point of view, however, Kant’s suggested proof is interesting. For in this perspective Kantian intrinsic or absolute value, far from having an objective foundation, seems to take shape as the value that some individuals grant to themselves beyond, and in opposition to, any value they might have for others. It becomes, therefore, an attribute of subjectivity—the end in itself becomes end for itself. Apparently, we are here on an unusual track.

T: But only apparently?

A: Yes, because if Kantian intrinsic value can be seen as a sort of external projection—a hypostatization—of the value that the subject attributes to itself, this is not the whole story. Consider Kant’s absolute prohibition of suicide.38

T: A controversial question indeed.

A: And rightly so. Such a prohibition falls within the duties toward oneself. But when an individual considers her life so dreadful as to opt for suicide, how might one claim that this choice is precluded just by her duties toward herself? This claim can be made only because, for Kant, rationality confers on the being possessing it a sort of objective value of which subjectivity is, so to speak, the guardian and maidservant—we cannot, Kant states, under any condition destroy the rational being in our own persons. But if something—in this case, rationality—is to be preserved irrespective of the inclinations of the subjectivity that might be its bearer, then the very existence of such a thing turns out to be good in itself.

T: So your conclusion is that Kant’s approach to intrinsic value is ambiguous?

A: Yes. In the first construal, its foundation appeals to subjectivity—something that, by the way, makes the idea of intrinsic value redundant, as the subject is the quintessential source of normativity. In the second construal, in contrast, the foundation of intrinsic value, being severed from subjectivity, cannot but be associated with the property of making the universe a better place just by existing—

T: And this means that, all considered, it turns out that not even in Kant can one find a “Kantian” notion of intrinsic value!

A: I daresay, Theo. For if, as a consequence of its redundancy, we exclude the first construal, what we are left with is simply the “Moorean” version.

T: You seem worried by this.

A: I am, Theo. For a theory of Moorean intrinsic value cannot but appeal to specific perspectives that may ground it—that is, that may offer a basis for the idiosyncratic idea that some particular things make the world a better place just by existing. And, as we now know well, when what is at issue is the treatment of individuals, it is unacceptable to draw universal values from arbitrary interpretations of reality. This is just what happens whenever intrinsic value is mentioned in the context of moral status.

T: You mean, when it is appealed to in order to selectively grant some individuals protection from being used merely as a means?

A: Exactly. For, once again, why should the lives of some individuals be accorded lesser value than the lives of other individuals on the ground of particular views about what is good for the universe? How can the derogatory category of “the animal” be created on the basis of idiosyncratic claims about the “intrinsic value” of rationality or self-consciousness or other? How can unverifiable metaphysical theses be appealed to in the name of treating some humans as naturally less deserving than others?39

T: But, Alexandra, as far as I can tell, the traditional, discredited perfectionist tendencies concerning humans do not appear in contemporary moral and political philosophy.

A: Because usually they are somehow disguised or concealed, while their open defense is confined to the sphere of human/nonhuman dealings. There is, however, a field in which forms of perfectionism embodying appeals to intrinsic value have recently openly reemerged with reference to humans as well.

T: Do you refer to bioethics?

A: Yes. But before opening this new thread of discourse, what about some sweet grapes? Or do you prefer a glass of wine?

T: Yes, please, Alexandra, some wine. Is it Greek?

A: Yes, and the color of the sea….

T: Now you are teasing me.

Alexandra leaves, and comes back with the wine and some nuts. They start sipping the wine.

A: Well, then, bioethics. It is a fact that discussions about euthanasia, abortion, and infanticide have brought to the forefront the question of a possible comparative assessment of the value of different human lives. And, as you know, in this context some authors have argued for a hierarchization that puts some human individuals beyond the pale of full moral protection.

T: That certainly accounts for the fierceness of the debate. But how could they, in our egalitarian age?

A: They have taken different routes. Some, for example, in a rather traditional vein, have defended allegedly qualitative, objective viewpoints. The core idea here is that the lives of individuals may have different qualitative value according to the presence or absence of some particular cognitive skills.40 On these views, such skills make the lives of their carriers more valuable objectively, irrespective of the prudential value they may contain—that is, irrespective of how well or badly they are going from their subjective point of view. This specification is fundamental, because bioethics deals with questions like selective infanticide for miserably disabled children and euthanasia and assisted suicide for irrevocably suffering adults, and it is clear that the assessment of the value of life in these specific cases is different from a general assessment with reference to moral status.

T: Can you explain this better?

A: The question is that, while an individual’s life can rightfully be seen as liable to be taken when it is not worth living from the prudential perspective of its subject because of how much suffering it involves, this does not alter the fact that such a life is in general terms granted full moral status. That is, to say that euthanasia—voluntary or non voluntary—is in some cases acceptable does not mean that the life of the involved individual counts for less than the life of any other individual.

T: This seems to me to be obvious.

A: To me too … but unluckily it sometimes happens that, when authors working in bioethics discuss the wrongness of taking life, such a distinction gets blurred. In other words, there can be a shift from “value of life” in the sense of “value of the existence” for the individual whose life it is to “value of life” in the sense of “value of the individual” whose life it is.

T: How can this be?

A: Well, in my opinion this can happen only because the plausibility of the idea that the prudential value of an existence can vary depending on whether it is subjectively happy or miserable is surreptitiously transferred to the idea that the value of an individual’s life can vary depending on the presence, or level of presence, of some favorite skills. Thus, the result is not the settling of specific bioethical dilemmas but a perfectionist approach to global problems of moral status. It seems, then, that we are back to our usual question: how are the judgments on the alleged objective variations in value among the lives of different individuals determined? The answer can only be: on the basis of the idea that the existence of individuals of such kind is somehow good for the universe—the fact that there are individuals endowed with these skills must be seen, in an absolute sense, as preferable to the fact that there are no such beings.

T: And this points to just that notion of intrinsic value that you claim is unacceptable in the context of discussion of moral status.

A: Yes, Theo, and it is discomforting to realize this. However, as I told you, this is only one of the routes that have been taken. There have been at least two other relevant perfectionistic attempts at a hierarchization of the value of life. According to the first one, only beings possessing the wish to go on living can be harmed by being killed. The harm that death is would, in this light, merely lie in the frustration of the desire for continued life.41

T: Whatever its other merits, here is finally an analytic approach…. In this case, you can’t speak of ancestral legacies, can you?

A: I appreciate the way you have assimilated my line of reasoning, Theo! In fact, it is its other merits I mainly challenge. There is a but, though….

T: That is?

A: Can you infer what is the cognitive skill required to harbor the desire for continued life?

T: I’d say … a sense of time? An awareness of oneself?

A: Why not, more simply, self-consciousness? Doesn’t this have a familiar ring? It seems that, after some gyrations, we have returned to the same old point…. But of course this is a, so to speak, subsidiary observation. The main point is—

T: Wait, Alexandra—are we saying self-consciousness? What, then, about small children? Could they be lightheartedly killed?

A: All things being equal, yes. In the language of rights, they’d lack the right to life. And with them, nonparadigmatic humans and—but this is of course quite unsurprising—a number of nonhumans.

T: But we usually think that it’s just the lives of children that must be particularly protected.

A: Indeed, Theo. And why do we do so? For a sound reason, I maintain—because we think that the loss of something may be harmful to individuals even though they are ignorant of this fact and consequently do not care about it. The main charge against the approach we are discussing is that it is based on a too restricted notion of harm. What about the idea that, since we don’t have the conscious desire to breathe oxygen, we would not be harmed were we deprived of oxygen?

T: This is more than implausible.

A: But isn’t this exactly like saying that, since someone doesn’t have the conscious desire to go on living, she would not be harmed were she killed? Isn’t this just as implausible? The value of life is for us instrumental—the continuation of our existence is important not because it is preferred or valued in itself, but because it enables us to have all that is valuable to us—experiences, emotions, activities, relationships. And the same holds, of course, for small children, for the nonparadigmatic members of our species, and for the members of other species.

T: No need to say that on this I agree…. On the other hand, you mentioned a further approach.

A: But aren’t you tired, Theo?

T: Oh no, Alexandra—this nice breeze refreshes my brain.

A: Yes, and today it is particularly pleasant…. Well, the second proposal. Some authors have tried a subjective defense of perfectionism. They have argued that the lives of different individuals can be classified on the basis of the amount of their possible prudential content, that is, of the possibility for happiness or satisfaction that they imply. Thus, it has been claimed that killing an individual who has a more complex life is more objectionable than killing an individual who has a simpler life, or that the death of mentally more complex individuals, who would be deprived of a greater range of opportunities for satisfaction, is a greater harm than the death of simpler individuals. To put it in terms of the usually favored characteristics, the more autonomous, rational, communicative the individual, the richer the possible prudential value of her life.42

T: Might one say that behind such accounts lies something like a mathematical calculation? In other words: the greater the complexity of the individual, the greater the number of interests; the greater the number of interests, the greater the quantity of possible satisfaction; the greater the quantity of possible satisfaction, the greater the harm that the loss of life is.

A: A good synthesis, Theo.

T: It is curious—it seems that we are here facing in a straightforward way the kind of calculation in ethics that is so resolutely censured by some continental philosophers.

A: Are you thinking in particular of Jacques Derrida?

T: Yes, though not only….

A: Well, in general I quite disagree with the suspicious aversion to whatever has a scientific ring to it that underlies the rejection of any application of a calculable process to ethics, oddly seen as a realm marked by “the ordeal of the undecidable.”43 In this case, however, I do think that there may be a point in the criticism. On the face of it, the appeal to quantitative aspects is less archaic than the appeal to qualitative elements….

T: I’d even say that, in a sense, the history of our culture shows a tendency to abandon quality for quantity—just think of the replacement of metaphysical essentialism with evolutionary gradualism.

A: Quite so. And of course, an approach rooted in subjectivity represents an improvement with respect to allegedly objective perspectives. Yet something has gone wrong somewhere. For, within a subjective approach, the quantitative calculation cannot be made from outside. If the value one wants to measure is experiential, its greater or lesser quantity can be measured from no viewpoint other than that of the individual whose life is in question. There is no “global” subject, the experiential value of whose life is made up of the net balance of the satisfaction and the frustration of all existing individuals, and from whose perspective it would make sense to evaluate harms by comparing the more of an individual with the less of another individual.44

T: That’s correct—but can’t there be at least a neutral viewpoint from which an intraindividual comparison between lives could be reasonably made?

A: Actually, this has been suggested. But it doesn’t work either. It’s impossible to conceive of a truly neutral superindividual viewpoint. In order to make choices, one needs to be already endowed with preferences. And, rather than being neutral, such preferences are obviously those of the more cognitively endowed individual attempting the comparison—45

T:—that is, of the human—or, better yet, of the philosopher. I grasp your point! How, then, can these specific forms of perfectionism be advanced?

A: You won’t be surprised by my answer, Theo. What is here at work, I hold, is a covert reference to objective, not subjective, grounds—it is, albeit implicitly, the idea that the presence of quantitatively richer lives is better from the point of view of the universe. Thus, at the end of the day, what we find is, once again, the notion of intrinsic value. Otherwise, what could prevent the appreciation of the obvious fact that if one really adopts an internal outlook for every existence in question, the evaluation of the magnitude of the harm that death is radically changes? All the more so: in this case, no comparative evaluation can be done—for each involved individual, the opportunities for satisfaction that her specific existence allows are all she has…. Since death means the end of everything, dying is something categorical, which cannot involve greater or lesser levels of harm.

T: All in all, it seems that intrinsic value is hard to kill even in rational ethics.

A: Yes—it is odd to realize how the archaic halo of the idea that there should be things whose mere existence is good, or better, in itself might keep bewitching our thinking…. It could even be amusing, if it weren’t for the role that the notion still plays in discounting the lives of so many human and nonhuman beings.

Alexandra remains silent for a while. Then she starts talking again.

A: Well, Theo, I think I have now touched on all my main targets. But I’d like to put together all the objections I have advanced against perfectionism in a more organized way…. What about a final encounter tomorrow?

T: Oh, Alexandra, it is a wonderful idea…. In the morning?

A: Perfect. Now let’s relax and finish our wine.

Epilogue

Alexandra and Theo are sitting in their chairs on the terrace. They look silently at a golden-blue lizard on the parapet. After a while, the lizard starts and quickly scurries away into a small hole between two stones. Alexandra turns to Theo. Of Tiergartens and T4 programs.

A: She has fled…. Well, a short visit from a nonhuman just before the end of our dialogue. A despised animal, that beautiful little reptile.

T: Why do you say so?

A: You should remember.

T: Ah, of course, you are thinking of Heidegger’s lizard…. The lizard sunning herself on a rock has no access to the “rock as rock”—where the “as” is the hallmark of access to beings as such.46

A: Perfect, as always…. Heidegger chooses just the lizard to illustrate what he deems to be the difference between human and animal being. But reptiles on rocks are favored examples not only for philosophers. I recall a prominent ethologist referring to a group of iguanas on a reef of rocks as a perfect instance of mutual indifference and total absence of friendly behavior.47

T: As if they had no access to the other iguanas as iguanas.

A: A nice witty remark, Theo, which points out well our obsession with finding grounds for discounting nonhumans! And, to return to our main argument, perfectionism plays a basic role in this overall process of rationalization.

T: So are you ready to offer a brief summary of your challenge?

A: Well, yes. What I have defended is the idea that perfectionism—the hierarchical arrangement of the moral status of individuals based on (the level of) possession of certain cognitive skills—is an atavism that a sound ethics can no longer accept. My argument has been largely negative. I have examined how it may be claimed that there are hierarchies in moral status based on mental skills, and have endeavored to show that none of the claims involved stands up to scrutiny. To metaphysically based ethical approaches, I have objected that great descriptive myths become dangerous when, through their embodiment of normative views, they affect fundamental questions of moral status—

T:—unduly encroaching upon the territory of social morality.

A: Perfect, Theo. Against virtue ethics, I have urged on the one hand that, having been born in connection with an aristocratic outlook, it cannot handle serious disagreements among equals, and on the other hand that deep in its structure lies a focus on moral agents that is at best unwarranted, as it blurs the distinction between the possibility of morality and the object of morality, and at worst sinister, as it sanctions, via the ideas of reciprocity and contract, lesser protection for the weak.

T: And, finally, you have attacked intrinsic value.

A: Yes. To ethical perspectives giving center stage to intrinsic value I have objected that the archaic spell of such a notion—whose many avatars allow for its covert employment even where one wouldn’t imagine finding it—prevents us from clearly seeing that it has no place in discussions of moral status. For either its rootedness in subjectivity makes it redundant, or its separation from subjectivity makes it dependent on the already criticized arbitrary interpretations of the universe.

T: All this seems clear and sensible, Alexandra—but in fact what you are attacking is one of the foundation stones of mainstream Western moral philosophy.

A: And a powerful stone indeed, since, as I have suggested, the intertwining of all these ethical attitudes grants reciprocal, surreptitious plausibility to each of them, thus producing a nearly impregnable stronghold.

T: A difficult battle.

A: Yes, but consider what is at stake, Theo. I won’t mention the billions of nonhumans whose sacrifice is licensed through appeals to perfectionism—this is my starting point. But, as far as humans are concerned, I have a favorite example. During the Nazi regime, and before the massive organized ethnic genocide took place in the death camps, a program called Aktion T4 was enacted in Germany. The program—code named after the address of a villa at Tiergartenstrasse 4 in Charlottenberg, where the administrative offices were placed—was initiated in 1939, and, although officially interrupted in 1941, continued covertly until 1945.48

T: I think I heard about it.

A: And do you remember of what it consisted?

T: It was a euthanasia program, if I remember correctly.

A: That’s what the Nazis called it. In fact, it was not a euthanasia project, as it did not imply the individual administration of an easy death in the interest of the patients, but was instead a form of discriminatory mass killing—do you remember the distinction between the value of one’s existence and the value of one’s life? Anyhow, starting with the murder of disabled children, where “experts” made the decision whether a child was to live or die by placing a plus or minus sign on a form, the operations soon expanded to include adults—something which prompted the development of the gas chambers. It is estimated that, at the end of the war, at least 6,000 children had been killed and 180,000 adults had been eliminated in the context of Aktion T4. What, then, was the criterion for being enlisted in the program? Though some of the involved individuals had physical disabilities, the focus of Aktion T4 was on the “incurable feebleminded”—that is, on the individuals lacking the cognitive skills that, as we have seen, our philosophical tradition considers as a requirement for full moral status.

T: Do you mean that, in a sense, Aktion T4 is a consistent outcome of all our cultural history—the straightforward implementation of perfectionist attitudes?

A: Exactly. The lives of those who were killed were unworthy of living, it was claimed, because while their existence weighed heavily on the community, they were nothing but idiots, or “empty human shells.” And qualification for the relevant programs—first of sterilization, then of “mercy killing”—was often determined by administering intelligence tests during which the examiners also judged the test-taker’s conduct, such as eye contact, pronunciation, and rapidity of response. In other words, your IQ decided the value of your life.

T: What you are saying is rather shocking, Alexandra. And one might object that the horror we now feel in the face of such practices shows, at the very least, that the attitude behind them cannot be considered as the only, or even the main, outcome of our cultural history.

A: It is true that we now condemn Aktion T4. But we do it mainly for the wrong reason—we haven’t yet learned its lesson.

T: That is?

A: If you think it over, Theo, our main objection to Aktion T4 is not straightforwardly directed against perfectionism. What do we say when we condemn it? Do we claim that it is wrong to degrade individuals on the basis of their cognitive skills? No, what we usually say is that it is wrong to degrade human beings because they are human.

T: And isn’t this a sound reply?

A: It is a curious reply. For we attack one of the forms that discrimination took in Nazi ideology—the one based on cognitive level—by appealing to another of those forms—discrimination based on biological characteristics.

T: Wait, Alexandra—your argument is hard to follow, and also hard to swallow. I need some more intermediary steps.

A: Oh, in fact the argument is easier than it seems. Don’t we condemn the Nazi policy of discriminating against—indeed, exploiting and killing—individuals on the basis of the biological group they belonged to? And don’t we do this because we hold that scientific classifications in themselves have no bearing in ethics, and that biological characteristics such as gender or race membership have no moral relevance? And yet, when we say that humans should be morally protected qua humans, aren’t we giving moral weight to a biological characteristic—that is, species membership?

T: Now I am beginning to follow you. And perhaps I am starting to see the next step.

A: I’m sure you see it, Theo. The next step comes by itself. We cannot reject sexism and racism while defending “speciesism.”49 We cannot put nonhumans in an inferior moral category qua nonhumans. Differently from what happens with perfectionism, one cannot, in the case of speciesism, count on a whole host of confusedly overlapping conventional views. Here, the criticism immediately cuts deep: the mere appeal to species membership simply cannot work in a context characterized by the rejection of forms of biologism. And, keeping this in mind, I can now turn to the pars construens of our discourse, giving you an idea of the, I’d say, “perfected” ethics that, as if reversed in a mirror, emerges as the opposite of the views I have criticized. But before this, do you need a little pause?

T: You read my mind, Alexandra…. And I’ll use it to make a collateral comment.

A: Okay, I’m eager to hear it. But first have some of the sweet grapes you refused yesterday.

Alexandra extracts from a cup on the table two dripping clusters of grapes, and hands Theo one of them. Theo gets up, takes a few steps, and then sits on the parapet in front of her.

T: Well, I was reflecting on a age-old notion in moral philosophy—the notion of “good.” But this needs a little introduction…. Previously, you made reference to the distinction between narrow morality and broad morality. Doesn’t this correspond by and large to the traditional division of ethics into theory of conduct and theory of value? I refer, of course, to what you called overall theory of value, not to a theory of moral status.

A: In a sense, yes…. That’s interesting.

T: And while a theory of conduct is somehow dominated by the notion of right, an overall theory of value is somehow dominated by the notion of good…. It is of the overall theory of value that philosophers tend to think when they define ethics as a branch of axiology…. It is to ethics as a branch of axiology that the notion of good is central. And I recall a description of axiology running more or less like this: axiology makes reference to an ideal hierarchy, metaphysically grounded, to which the order of human values must tend, with the aim of complying with it as far as possible.

A: I follow you—go on.

T: Couldn’t we say, along the lines of our discussion so far, that the notion of good is more ancestral than the notion of right? That it is more easily connected with metaphysics, and also with the idea of intrinsic value? All things considered, we can hypostatize the Summum Bonum, or Highest Good—but we cannot make the Right into a distinct substance.

A: Very enlightening, Theo. Not coincidentally, the Summum Bonum has even been held to coincide with God. Metaphysics and religion once again hand in hand…. And, once again, there would be nothing to object to if these approaches kept themselves within the limits of broad morality and did not interfere with narrow morality and with questions of moral status.

T: Something very difficult to obtain, Alexandra. The great religious and metaphysical systems are essentially totalizing views.

A: Actually, that’s one of the main problems a sound ethics must confront.

T: Can we now turn to the description of such sound ethics?

Theo sits again in the chair next to Alexandra. He must shield his eyes for a while, to reaccustom them to the brightness of the sea.

A: With pleasure, Theo. But first, a little background. Reaching the point where we presently stand has required a turn in our thinking. Today, as your reaction to Aktion T4 shows, it is normal for us to think that our life has no lesser value than the life of a Nobel prize winner, or that the life of a child with Down syndrome has no lesser value than our life. Yet it is clear that this hasn’t seemed natural for centuries.

T: And what made the turn possible?

A: In my opinion, there have been two major changes. The first one, going back at least to Henry Sidgwick, is the idea of the autonomy of ethics—the view that ethics is a theoretical inquiry endowed with its own standards of justification, within which criteria coming from other domains—be they religious, metaphysical, or scientific—have no direct relevance.50 The other, following as we know the decline of positivist skeptical influence, is the introduction into normative ethics of that analytic method marked by clarity and explicit argumentation that had already substantiated attacks on metaphysics in other branches of philosophy. It is to these elements, I think, that we owe all the main substantive achievements I’ve amply used in our discussion.

T: For example?

A: For example, the idea that, when what is at stake is basic moral treatment, there is no room for the arbitrariness of general belief systems. Or the realization that the class of beings who can deserve moral protection does not logically coincide with the class of beings who can act morally. And, of course, the claim that, through their having positive and negative attitudes toward what happens to them, subjects are the only immediate and uncontroversial sources of value, characterized by an equal, basic negative prescription: do not harm me. Now, the perspective I want to point to is somehow molded by these views. And, curiously enough, it is not an eccentric theory, but rather the most universally accepted among contemporary ethical doctrines—human rights theory.

T: That’s intriguing.

A: First, human rights doctrine avoids the confusion between broad and narrow morality, and essentially focuses on the special class of moral concerns having to do with the basic, institutional protection of individuals from interference—hence, its stress on the fundamental negative rights to life, freedom, and welfare. Second, the criterion for access to the sphere of rights holders is simply the fact of being an agent, that is, an intentional being that has goals and wants to achieve them.

T: Does this mean that neither rationality nor self-consciousness nor conceptual-linguistic abilities are required?

A: Exactly. As a result, human rights doctrine clears the way both of any form of perfectionism connected with specific hierarchical worldviews and of any selective focus on moral agents.

T: In other words, it gets rid both of great myths and of the master/ slave dichotomy. What about intrinsic value?

A: Admittedly, it sometimes happens—especially, but not only, in political manifestoes—that reminiscences of the Kantian concept of dignity somehow reintroduce conventional references to intrinsic value. But in its best philosophical foundation, human rights theory, far from embodying the traditional, metaphysically oriented notion of intrinsic value, achieves both the reweaving of the connection between intrinsic value and subjectivity and the development of a radically egalitarian framework. On the one hand, it sees intrinsic value only in something as subjective as the satisfaction of the fundamental interests—in freedom, in welfare, and in life as a precondition for them—of intentional beings. And on the other hand, it grants equal intrinsic value to the satisfaction of these interests, as it recognizes that they are equally vital from the subjective perspective of their holders.

T: From this, the attribution of equal rights, irrespective of sex, race—

A:—and cognitive endowment. The end of intrahuman perfectionism.

T: But not, it seems, of perfectionism without qualifications. In the case of animals—

A: Exactly so, Theo. Deeply ingrained moral doctrines—especially when they are complacently self-serving—do not lose their hold from one day to the next. Why have we come to define the particular sort of equal moral claims that I have just described as “human rights”? Why have we excluded all nonhuman individuals from their protection, thus allowing for their unimpeded confinement and killing?

T: Well, I suppose the answer cannot be because they aren’t human. That would be, I agree, blatant speciesism. And speciesism not only is, as you suggested, inconsistent with our moral framework but also, since we are speaking of archaisms, would bring us back to one of the most ancestral of our moral ideas—the sinister notion of the sacral significance of “blood and race.” … No ethics deserving the name can accept this.

A: Unquestionable. Thus, it is not difficult to identify where the burden of proof for the exclusion of nonhumans lies—with perfectionism. In the very field where, in the intrahuman case, its uncertain steps are hotly debated and deeply resisted—bioethics—perfectionism is overtly stressed when it comes to nonhuman beings. And on a more general level, while exacting mental skills don’t any longer play a role in our current morality, so that mere intentionality is the criterion for having human rights, most philosophers are ready—indeed, eager—to defend the old perfectionist criteria and to put them to use when dealing with nonhumans.

T: I was thinking of a curious thing, Alexandra. Casually, Aktion T4 borrowed its name from a street named after the presence of an animal-exploiting institution—Tiergarten means “zoo.” It’s almost as if there were a link trying to get to the surface.

A: An acute observation, Theo. And a link there is. It is, of course, perfectionism. The primeval category of “the animal” is at the same time the first and the last stronghold of perfectionism. Only the death of “the animal” will allow for the liberation of animals.

T: Are you envisaging a society where no nonhuman individual is legally confined or killed?

A: I am envisaging it, Theo—but it’s our ethical reasoning that has paved the way for it. Peter Singer has a striking image for this phenomenon. He has observed that beginning to reason is like stepping onto an escalator that leads upward and out of sight—once we take the first step, the distance to be traveled is independent of our will.51

T: Oh, Alexandra, on your part you have led me far indeed!

A: I am aware of this. And I thank you for the good company you bore me along the way.

T: But I’m sure this won’t be enough for you, because you rightly think that ethics is a practical discipline, whose conclusions are not only theories but also actions….

Alexandra smiles silently, looking at the sea. Then she turns again to Theo.

A: I know that you are leaving tomorrow, Theo. Shall we have a last swim?
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