
In this paper I will argue that if a thing is sentient, then it has a right to life; otherwise it does not. This argument will do the best job of explaining some of our intuitions about the permissibility of killing in relation to intrinsic value. It also will still acknowledge our intuitions that may seem related to intrinsic value but are actually related to instrumental value. 


For the purposes of this argument sentient will be defined as the ability to feel or experience, either mentally (emotional response) or physically (pain, suffering, and pleasure). Here, it is important to note that in order to feel mentally or physically, a being must at minimum be alive and have a functioning brain, for functioning brains are what allow beings to feel physical and emotionally.


Prima facie it may seem plausible that sentience, among other possibly valuable characteristics, is an arbitrary distinction and that the real decider for whether or not something has a right to life is whether or not it is alive
. However, intuition tells us that this impulse is incorrect. It is incorrect because in certain cases we, as humans, willingly decide to terminate the lives of some people who we consider to no longer have a life worth living despite being alive.  Imagine a case where there is a brain-dead man being kept alive on life support in a hospital. Let us say that the family is extremely wealthy and that the cost of keeping the man alive is marginal, almost zero, to the family. In this case a family might, and many do, choose to take him off of life support using the reasoning that he is not really alive anymore because he cannot experience the life he is living. He no longer possesses the ability to think or to feel mentally and because he is brain-dead he also does not possess the ability to feel physical pain or suffer. He is not sentient and because of this his life is not really much of a life anymore. His being alive does not give him a right to life.


There is also evidence to suggest that mental sentience alone is enough to justify moral considerability. This idea would refute Singer’s idea of moral considerability, which only contemplates the ability to suffer. Suppose there is a man who is completely paralyzed and only possesses the ability to think and speak. This man has been placed on a table such that his legs are completely obscured from his view by a large curtain. While he is laying there someone comes and cuts off his legs and he begins to bleed out and die. He does not face any suffering because he cannot feel and he faces no mental suffering because he does not know what is going on behind the curtain. Aside from issues of property value and murder, in spite of this lack of suffering it seems prima facie that this action is harmful and his life ought to be considered simply because his mental sentience allows him to live a life that is potentially worth living
. 


These cases at least indicate that sentience is relevant when contemplating the right to life. Because this thesis addresses the above cases and satisfies our intuitions when it comes to them, it is worth considering its application on a larger scale
. 


In terms of what this means for animals, under this conception, where sentience is the marker for moral rights, it would be wrong to kill any animal that is sentient in any capacity. Dogs, cats, cows, ants
, and humans, mentally handicapped or not, would all have a right to life. The key here is the capacity for sentience, because in the terms of this argument the degree of sentience does not matter. It is a binary consideration just like moral considerability itself; either an animal is sentient or it is not. 


The binary conception of sentience could be called into question by, for example, contemplating situations where sentience does not appear to be all that matters. Imagine there is a perfectly normal sentient man and a paralyzed woman. You have to decide who you would kill (you have to kill one). To some people it might seem obvious to choose the paralyzed woman; even though she is sentient, it might seem that her life is less valuable, suggesting that this binary approach to the right to life is mistaken. However, even if it is permissible to kill this woman, I would argue that this does not discredit a binary conception of sentience and the right to life.  It would only demonstrate that the binary conception may be abandoned when contemplating whose rights are more important. While to be sentient is to have a right to life, it is possible to have a right to life that is less morally significant than that of another being
. 


A consequence of this paper’s thesis is that it would be permissible to harm things that are not sentient and, thus, are not morally considerable. Controversially, it would be permissible to kill organisms such as plants and bacteria and it seems that species don’t have rights to life. 


At first glance the idea that it is always permissible to kill plants seems to violate some of our intuitions about wildlife. However, the argument presented in this paper does not actually force us to abandon these intuitions because plants are morally important even though they don’t have rights. For example, just because plants do not have a right to life does not mean that it would be justifiable to deforest an entire portion of the tropics. Here, I would suggest that any conclusion we draw about the permissibility of deforestation is drawn mostly from instrumental value, not intrinsic value. The act of deforestation is on the simplest level the act of cutting down a tree. Yet, the act of cutting down a single tree in your yard does not cause much of a moral dilemma at all
. This indicates that there is something about the scale of the deforestation that is significant, not anything about the act itself. If the argument that deforestation is wrong is based on the rights of trees, then the scale of destruction is irrelevant because then even killing a single tree would be wrong. Thus, the importance must be derived from instrumental value. Indeed, what makes deforestation so wrong is the harm it causes to other morally considerable, sentient beings. For example, cutting down the rainforest would ruin the homes of morally considerable animals and it may deprive humans of potential medicines that would increase life expectancy. 


The example of deforestation indicates that this thesis satisfies both the intuition that it is okay to cut down a single tree and still intuitively believe that it is wrong to harm plants on a mass scale. Even if plant do not have a right to life, they need not be morally insignificant, as significance can be based on instrumental value.


The same type of reasoning applies to the rights of species. General intuition tells us that species are important. In general, if one had to choose to kill a member of an endangered species or a member of a flourishing species one would choose the latter every time. (This is provided that the endangered animal still outweighed the other in terms of overall moral significance.) However, this intuition does not really show that species have a right to exist. 


Species is a scientific construct that is built to classify beings in the world. A species is not alive or sentient; however, the beings within it are. 
The species has no rights, but its constituents may. Imagine there are two animals in a room that are equally as cute and smart in every way and whose species is unidentified. If you had to choose to kill one of them it would be hard to decide because it would seem that both are deserving of moral considerability. Now imagine that you discovered the exact species of each one, and that neither species was endangered. It would seem that it would still be hard to decide. Now imagine that you are told that one species is endangered and the other is not. It would seem that almost every time one would choose not to kill the endangered species. However, what I have just demonstrated is that species itself does not have rights, at least intrinsically, because the species only became relevant when it was endangered
. It is rarity that matters, not species itself. 


The value of species can only be justified by the fact that species is instrumentally valuable because having a variety of species promotes a healthy environment and biosphere. To this end, the thesis of this paper about rights prevents species from having rights but allows it to retain weight in our moral discussions through instrumental value.
 
Non-obvious objection

An objection to this paper’s overall argument is that the consequences of it involve valuing humans as equal to animals and insects, such as ants, that seem to be much less valuable. Because ants are sentient 
and humans are sentient and the conception of sentience is binary they are valued equally. However, intuition tells us that if you had to kill the human or kill the ant the choice would be simple: you would save the human every time. This intuition is not necessarily wrong, it is just simply not about rights. This intuition is a reaction to moral significance, to the instrumental value (or to the additional intrinsic value) of the ant versus the human. 


But would what happen if a person were to contemplate chopping down a tree, which on my view has no rights, or killing an ant, which has rights. Many people’s intuitions may say that they would save the tree, and that this would prove troublesome for my thesis. Unlike the human/ant example, I can’t say that the tree’s rights are more important than the ant’s, since the tree has no rights on my view.

Response to objection

However, I think that this intuition does not disprove the thesis of this paper because it is possible for something with no rights to be more morally significant than something that has rights.  What all of these examples about plants, species, and humans necessarily indicate is that we can’t just think about rights when making choices, but have to think about instrumental value as well.  Just because something is not morally considerable and it may not be permissible to harm it does not justify actually harming it. My thesis does not deal with this issue but I believe this principle is justifiable based on virtue theory. The idea that harming something just because it is permissible reflects poorly on one’s virtues. Harming a brain-dead, paralyzed person does not violate any rights, but it is still wrong because it would make you an un-virtuous person
.  


In essence, all objections to the idea that sentience is what qualifies something as morally considerable are founded on intuitions that are explainable by instrumental logic. The concept of sentience determining moral considerability explains intuitions that are unexplainable by instrumental evaluation while still allowing for instrumental evaluation in the cases of other intuitions.

�This student is using the paper structure “My view is plausible, so I’m going to just talk about the objections.”  However, they should say something about why their thesis has some initial plausibility.


�This example is a bit controversial – there are plenty of examples in the last ten years or so where people got very publically upset about brain dead people being taken off life support.  But overall most people’s behavior suggests that they would agree with this.


�This is not a good response to Singer.  Singer thinks that both the ability to feel pleasure and to feel pain matters.  Singer would say that it is wrong to kill this person, even if they can’t feel that they are being killed, because it denies them future pleasure.  So this example would not be a problem for Singer.


�The semester this was written, we did not cover the experience machine in class, nor the other examples of wrongs that are not experienced.  Had we, this paper should talk about that as well.


�This is a surprising consequence of the thesis – most people think neither cows nor ants have a right to life - and the author should respond to it.


�Notice that the author doesn’t say that they agree with this objection; they say that, even if the point is a good point, it doesn’t actually conflict with their thesis.


�Notice that the author doesn’t just say that the reason it’s wrong to burn forests is just instrumental value:  they give evidence to back this up.


�This is a bit confusing as a topic sentence.


�This is not a great argument.  The species only becomes relevant when it is endangered because this is the only time its existence is at risk.  The fact that we don’t worry about species when a species is not threatened does not show that species don’t have rights.


�If the author said more here they could use this to respond to the objection about species.


�This is not obviously true.


�This is a good idea but the author needs to provide more support. Why should a virtuous person not care about beings that have no rights?  What is the instrumental value of the brain-dead person? 
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