
Mental Life, Moral Status, and Kinship

Our understanding of mental life and its moral status has profound implications
for how we perceive and interact with others. It shapes our attitudes and
treatment towards different forms of life, both human and non-human. In this
article, we will delve into the intricacies of mental life, explore its moral
implications, and discuss the concept of kinship in relation to it.
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The Depths of Mental Life

Mental life refers to the range of experiences, thoughts, emotions, and
consciousness that an organism can possess. While humans have a highly
complex and developed mental life, other organisms, such as animals, also
exhibit some level of mental capacity. The depth and complexity of mental life
vary across different species and individuals, leading to the question of how we
should determine its moral significance.
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The Moral Status of Mental Life

The moral status of mental life is a subject of intense debate among
philosophers, ethicists, and scientists. Some argue that moral consideration
should be extended to all beings with some level of mental life, emphasizing the
intrinsic value of conscious experiences and the ability to suffer or flourish. Others
subscribe to criteria such as rationality or self-awareness as the basis for moral
status, excluding certain forms of life from consideration. The approach taken
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towards mental life fundamentally impacts our ethical obligations towards other
creatures and the environment.

Recognizing Kinship

Kinship, in the context of mental life, refers to the acknowledgment of shared,
fundamental experiences and emotions among different beings. It implies
recognizing a sense of connectedness and understanding that our own mental
processes are shared by others to varying degrees. Acting on this recognition can
lead to a more inclusive approach in our interactions and decisions.

The Impact on Society

Acknowledging the existence of mental life in non-human beings challenges
traditional hierarchical approaches and opens up possibilities for reevaluating our
ethical framework. It prompts us to reconsider the exploitative practices towards
animals, develop more compassionate attitudes towards nature, and promote
conservation efforts. Moreover, it calls for a greater focus on mental healthcare
and support systems, recognizing the significance of mental well-being for
individuals and the community.

Changing Our Perspectives

Integrating the understanding of mental life, moral status, and kinship into our
societal fabric requires a collective effort. Education and awareness play crucial
roles in challenging long-held beliefs and promoting empathy and respect for all
forms of life. By embracing these concepts and acting on them, we can work
towards creating a more compassionate and inclusive world.

The exploration of mental life, its moral status, and kinship challenges us to
reassess our relationship with other beings and the world around us. It urges us
to consider the moral significance of mental experiences beyond our own



species. By recognizing and respecting the intricacies of mental life in all its
forms, we can foster a more harmonious and interconnected world.
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Gary Steiner argues that ethologists and philosophers in the analytic and
continental traditions have largely failed to advance an adequate explanation of
animal behavior. Critically engaging the positions of Marc Hauser, Daniel Dennett,
Donald Davidson, John Searle, Martin Heidegger, and Hans-Georg Gadamer,
among others, Steiner shows how the Western philosophical tradition has forced
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animals into human experiential categories in order to make sense of their
cognitive abilities and moral status and how desperately we need a new
approach to animal rights.

Steiner rejects the traditional assumption that a lack of formal rationality confers
an inferior moral status on animals vis-à-vis human beings. Instead, he offers an
associationist view of animal cognition in which animals grasp and adapt to their
environments without employing concepts or intentionality. Steiner challenges the
standard assumption of liberal individualism according to which humans have no
obligations of justice toward animals. Instead, he advocates a "cosmic holism"
that attributes a moral status to animals equivalent to that of people. Arguing for a
relationship of justice between humans and nature, Steiner emphasizes our
kinship with animals and the fundamental moral obligations entailed by this
kinship.
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