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1.Introduction 

 

1.1 A brief introduction to chimeras 

 

Just like the mythical creature of the same name, a chimera is a single organism comprised of 

genetic material from members of two or more distinct species. Such creatures are being created 

by scientists at this very moment, commonly by grafting stem cells from one species into the 

embryo or blastocyst of another species. For instance, human neural stem cells have been inserted 

into the forebrain of a developing bonnet monkey and into young chick embryos1. Chimeric 

research is justified by a number of uses. If allowed maturation, chimeras can serve as sources of 

transplantable organs. They can also “offer great insight into the study of cellular maturation and 

migration, as well as oncogenesis”2. In due time, it is hoped that chimeric research may help us 

eradicate genetic diseases such as ALS, Parkinson's and Alzheimer's3. But there are many ethical 

concerns surrounding chimeric research and a number of philosophers are taking on the task of 

providing guidelines to prevent potential moral transgressions. What makes chimeric research 

extraordinarily interesting to philosophers is that it may force us to think in entirely new ways as 

current moral concepts may prove insufficient when the lines between creatures of potentially 

different moral status start to blur. 

 

While philosophers address various kinds of chimeras when evaluating the ethics of their creation, 

I will only focus on one of these in this essay-the “human-nonhuman” chimera (subsequently 

“HNH-chimera”), and more specifically, the kind of HNH-chimera that has been created by 

modifying a nonhuman animals’ neural capacities into a form that is characteristic of humans. This 

is not to say that other types of HNH-chimeras, such as pigs carrying human hearts created to serve 

as organ donors for humans, don’t pose moral challenges: quite the contrary. However, as moral 

status tends to be understood as being linked to the mind, a pig with a human heart or a rodent with 

a human ear4 don’t strike the philosophical community as having a different moral status than 

regular pigs or rodent. But consider a pig that instead of a human heart possesses a human brain 

and the difference in the type of moral quandaries we face becomes obvious. So while the term 

“HNH-chimera” may refer to any mixture of human and nonhuman, in the remainder of this essay 

                                                
1 Baylis & Robert. Crossing Species Boundaries, 1. 
2 Eberl & Ballard. Metaphysical and Ethical Perspectives on creating Animal-Human Chimeras, 473. 
3 Engel-Glatter & Trujillo. Human–Animal Chimera: A Neuro Driven Discussion? Comparison of Three 

Leading European Research Countries, 597. 
4 Franklin. Drawing the Line at Not-Fully-Human: What We Already Know, 26. 
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the term will be used to refer to a nonhuman animal that has had its neural capacities modified to 

a form that is similar or the same as the neural capacities characteristic of humans, unless explicitly 

stated otherwise. In other words-the term “human” in “human-nonhuman chimera” is, as far as 

this essay is concerned, both a biological and moral term5.  

 

1.2 The aim of this essay 

 

Several arguments against the creation of HNH-chimeras have been presented by various 

philosophers. One of these is the “moral confusion” argument (subsequently “MCA”), presented 

by Jason Scott Robert and Françoise Baylis. Robert & Baylis declare that “the most plausible 

objection to the creation of novel interspecies creatures rests on the notion of moral confusion”6. 

They argue that we in our conventional moral reasoning rely on a clear moral dividing line between 

humans (whose moral status is argued to be intrinsic) and nonhuman animals (whose moral status 

is argued to be dependent on the will of humans). Therefore, the creation of HNH-chimeras, that 

blur the line between humans and a different species, would introduce undesirable moral confusion 

which constitutes a threat to the social order, due to the large extent to which we currently rely on 

the distinction between humans and nonhuman animals. The MCA can be easy to overlook. It does 

not seem to have garnered the attention of many philosophers and those few who do address it tend 

to briefly and resolutely argue against its validity.  

 

The aim of this essay is to provide a more comprehensive evaluation of the MCA than the handful 

of brusque arguments against it constitute. By conducting this evaluation, I am hoping to prove 

that while the arguments that have been presented against it are for the most part insufficient to 

disprove the MCA, it still has deficiencies that ought to prevent one from accepting it as a valid. 

Still, embracing some aspects of the MCA may prove useful in future ethical discussions. How 

will this be accomplished? First of all, some background information will be provided in the next 

section. I shall there provide a description of a set of arguments against the creation of HNH-

chimeras that will help us assess the current landscape. 

 

                                                
5 It is worth noting that there is a very good argument to be made against the conflation of the biological and 

moral term, and personally I hope that philosophers will in the future widely adopt different terminology for 

discussing any sort of biological cross between humans and nonhumans and between two beings of distinct 

moral status (“person-nonperson chimera” might be fitting). I chose to use the term “HNH-chimera” in order to 

stay close to the terminology used by the philosophers whose arguments will be discussed. 
6 Baylis & Robert, Crossing Species Boundaries, 11 
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The first argument that will be presented is the “Human dignity” argument. I chose to present this 

argument because the concept of dignity currently carries great weight when it comes to assessing 

the permissibility of chimeric research. Laura Y.C. Trujillo and Sabrina Engel-Glatter observe that 

the ethics councils of all three of the countries that they investigated (Germany, UK and 

Switzerland) take dignity into consideration7. I chose Phillip Karpowicz, Cynthia B. Cohen and 

Derek van der Kooy as representatives of the “Human Dignity” argument. Not only do they 

collectively defend the human dignity argument and argue that the ethical boundaries set for 

chimeric research should be “consonant with the requirements of human dignity”8, but they also 

both collectively and, in the case of Karpowicz and Cohen, individually respond to Robert & 

Baylis’ “Moral Confusion” argument9. 

 

The next subsection will be dedicated to David DeGrazia, who, in his response to the human 

dignity argument, not only argues against its validity, but also presents his own argument against 

chimeric research. DeGrazia is of interest as he not only provides criticism of the moral confusion 

argument but also demonstrates that, when assessing the moral status of all animals (including 

humans), there are alternatives to the dichotomous view that Karpowicz et al have attempted to 

rationalize. 

 

The third subsection will give a brief summary of other arguments against chimeric research which 

are often brought up but rarely given credence, yet do prove relevant to the issue of evaluating the 

moral confusion argument. As I will show later, determining whether the MCA qualifies as one of 

these arguments will prove relevant to its evaluation. The particular set briefly presented in this 

subsection contains only those arguments that are relevant to the evaluation of the moral confusion 

argument, which is why the “playing god” argument, for instance, is missing. 

 

                                                
7 Engel-Glatter & Trujillo. Human–Animal Chimera: A Neuro Driven Discussion? Comparison of Three 

Leading European Research Countries, 601. 
8 Karpowicz et al. Developing Human-Nonhuman Chimeras in Human Stem Cell Research: Ethical Issues and 

Boundaries, 107. 
9 To clarify: Karpowicz, Cohen and van der Kooy collectively defend the human dignity approach and respond 

to the MCA in the articles titled “Developing Human-Nonhuman Chimeras in Human Stem Cell Research: 

Ethical Issues and Boundaries” and “Is it Ethical to Transplant Human Stem Cells into Nonhuman Embryos”. 

Karpowicz responds to the MCA on his own in “In Defense of Stem Cell Chimeras:A Response to ‘Crossing 

Species Boundaries’ ” while Cohen does the same in “Creating Human-Nonhuman Chimeras: Of Mice and 

Men”. 
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At the end of section 2, I will present the MCA. It being presented last signifies its role as 

something of an outsider when it comes to arguments against the creation of HNH-chimeras, with 

the more commonly discussed and/or accepted arguments and concepts being introduced first. 

 

In section 3 I will examine just how well the MCA stands up to potential objections against it, such 

as questioning the relevancy of the argument, equating the MCA with other arguments that are 

presumed invalid or not accepting moral confusion to be a sufficiently undesirable state. 

Furthermore, this section will deal with examining how the MCA stands up to criticism from the 

proponents of the other arguments against the creation of HNH-chimeras presented in sections 2.1 

and 2.2 and to what extent it may be compatible with those arguments. In order to assess the 

validity of the MCA, one would ideally want to have at least the following three questions 

answered at the end of section 3: 

1. Is Robert & Baylis’ description of the way nonhuman animals and humans are endowed with 

moral status correct? 

2. Would the transgression of boundaries between species introduce moral confusion? 

3. Is the risk of confusion a sufficient cause to avoid the creation of HNH-chimeras? 

It will, however, become apparent during the evaluation that these questions are difficult to answer 

with much certainty, and instead of arriving at a resounding “yes” or “no”, degrees of plausibility 

will have to suffice.  
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2. Arguments against the creation of HNH-chimeras 

 

2.1 The Human Dignity argument 

 

The concept of “dignity” is somewhat controversial, with some philosophers arguing against the 

validity of dignity-based arguments10 or the usefulness of the concept itself11. Karpowicz et al 

wisely dedicate time to define the concept-presumably to prevent criticism that stems from the 

criticizers differing understanding of just what exactly is meant by “dignity”. Karpowicz et al 

maintain that what gives rise to dignity is a cluster of capacities that are generally found in human 

beings and render them “uniquely valuable and worthy of respect”12. This reasoning risks 

becoming contradictory when Karpowicz et al agree with Alan Gewirth’s description of human 

dignity as “a characteristic that belongs permanently and inherently to every human as such”13. It 

seems contradictory to maintain that the possession of certain capacities is what endows a being 

with dignity while agreeing with it being inherent to every human being. We cannot ascribe the 

high moral status that comes with dignity to humans merely because they are homo sapiens - this 

would not only make the human dignity argument merely a variation of the species integrity 

argument, it would also ground the argument in speciesism. As Palacios-González notes, “just as 

with racism and sexism, speciesism extracts a normative conclusion (humans have more moral 

worth than all other creatures) from an arbitrarily chosen morally insignificant fact”14. Gewirth’s 

description of human dignity as belonging to humans inherently is therefore in this case not to be 

understood as such-rather it may be interpreted as meaning that it is the cluster of capacities related 

to dignity (as opposed to dignity itself) that is inherent to humans and thus it follows that all 

humans have dignity-not because they are human, but because they possess this cluster of 

capacities. But why should we then treat someone with a severe mental disability, who can be 

argued to lack capacities related to dignity, the same way as we treat a mentally average human? 

Karpowicz et al’s answer to this is that since there is uncertainty regarding what specific capacities 

give rise to dignity, the mentally disabled person should be treated as a person possessing dignity 

to avoid the risk of mistreatment15 (something of a “better safe than sorry” approach).  

                                                
10 For instance, David DeGrazia or César Palacios-González. 
11 Macklin. Dignity Is a Useless Concept. 
12 Karpowicz et al. Developing Human-Nonhuman Chimeras in Human Stem Cell Research: Ethical Issues and 

Boundaries, 120. 
13 Gewirth. Human Rights, 27-28. 
14 Palacios-González. Human dignity and the creation of human–nonhuman chimeras, 490. 
15 Karpowicz et al. Developing Human-Nonhuman Chimeras in Human Stem Cell Research: Ethical Issues and 

Boundaries, 122. 
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How does the concept of dignity, as described by Karpowicz et al., relate to chimeric research? 

Deliberate and wrongful diminishing of the capacities which lie at the core of dignity is equal to 

diminishing of dignity. It therefore follows that endowing an animal with psychological capacities 

of human dignity would diminish human dignity not only because the animal’s nonhuman form 

would limit the ability to exercise these capacities, but also because the chimera(now possessing 

dignity) has been produced by scientists to serve as a means and not as an end in itself: something 

that, depending on the circumstances, may be seen as permissible when it comes to procedures 

performed on non-human animals but impermissible in this case since the animal is in possession 

of the very same capacities which prohibit us from performing the same procedure on a human 

being. 

 

 

2.2 DeGrazia’s personhood argument 

 

DeGrazia provides an alternative to the binary concept of dignity presented in the previous section. 

In place of it he proposes a spectrum of personhood that contains not only paradigm persons and 

nonpersons but also borderline persons. While he is very critical of the human dignity argument, 

and seeks to distance himself from the concept, it is for the purposes of this essay sufficient to 

understand the concept of personhood as being almost identical to the concept of dignity as defined 

by Karpowicz et al. The crucial difference between the two properties is that unlike dignity, 

personhood is neither intrinsic, nor exclusive to humans. 

 

Degrazia’s main argument against the creation of HNH-chimeras is concerned with the 

impermissibility of the process of creating a chimera. He maintains that only nonpersons may 

constitute ethical research subjects (their limited mental capacities mean that the harm done to 

them is smaller than the potential harm done to a creature in possession of more complex mental 

capacities16), and the process of creating a HNH-chimera is, according to DeGrazia, impermissible 

since adding neural cells that elevate the subject to a status of borderline personhood results in this 

new creature (new from a moral perspective) being used as a research subject. DeGrazia’s and 

Karpowicz et al’s main arguments against the creation of HNH-chimeras may seem remarkably 

                                                
16 This is not to be taken as anything close to a comprehensive description of DeGrazia’s position, merely one 

that is sufficient for the purposes of this essay. I would recommend DeGrazia’s book “Taking Animals 

Seriously: Mental Life and Moral Status” to those who wish to gain a fuller understanding of the relationship 

between an animal’s mental capacities and moral status, according to DeGrazia. 
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similar, but it’s important to keep in mind that they are the product of adopting two quite distinct 

moral frameworks. Karpowicz et al are concerned with the research subject gaining dignity-

related, and therefore human-like, capacities-endowing it with a different kind of moral worth than 

it has previously had. In DeGrazias view the moral status of the subject does not change as much 

as it increases. This increase is gradual and as we find out more about the mental capacities of 

animals, DeGrazia would be likely to identify more points than “nonpersonhood”, “borderline 

personhood” and “paradigm personhood”, the crossing of which may render the procedure of 

creating a chimera ethically impermissible. 

 

 

2.3 Other arguments 

 

2.3.1 The species integrity argument 

 

The species integrity argument “promulgates a moral prescription requiring the preservation of 

currently held categories. It presumes that current conceptions of species are real, objective and 

ethically necessary”17. It is highly relevant to the subject of this essay to describe how the species 

integrity argument may be rejected, which is by calling into question the concept of species itself. 

For indeed, there does not seem to be a consensus regarding what exactly is meant by species and 

how they can be told apart - this is acknowledged both by Karpowicz et al.18 and Robert & Baylis19.  

Without providing criteria which allow doing this it is not possible to even determine when the 

boundaries between species have been crossed, much less declare the crossing to be 

impermissible20. 

 

I would point to the main subject of this essay-the moral confusion argument-as an (albeit 

somewhat atypical) example of a species integrity argument. This is due to the fact that Robert & 

Baylis assume that there is some hostility towards the idea of crossing boundaries between species 

and the MCA is a result of Robert & Baylis trying to identify a justifiable reason for this. It is 

                                                
17 Karpowicz et al. Is it Ethical to Transplant Human Stem Cells into Nonhuman Embryos, 333. 
18 Karpowicz et al. Developing Human-Nonhuman Chimeras in Human Stem Cell Research: Ethical Issues and 

Boundaries, 115. 
19 Baylis & Robert, Crossing Species Boundaries, 3. 
20 Karpowicz et al. Developing Human-Nonhuman Chimeras in Human Stem Cell Research: Ethical Issues and 

Boundaries, 116. 
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atypical by virtue of not presuming that current conceptions of species are real and objective, which 

makes it more resilient to the method of rejection described above (more on this in section 2.4). 

 

 

2.3.2 The moral taboo argument 

 

Although this argument can go by many names, such as “the yuck factor argument”, I am for the 

sake of clarity using the same terminology as Karpowicz et al and referring to this argument as the 

“moral taboo argument”. One of the most notable proponents of the moral taboo argument may be 

Leon Kass, a former chairman of the President’s Council on Bioethics. Kass maintains that we 

have some “perhaps not altogether articulable”21 sense that mixing human and animal genetic 

material is repugnant. According to the moral taboo argument, this intuitive sense of repugnance 

indicates that the course of action which elicits such repugnance is morally impermissible. 

 

A conventional rejection of this argument is to point to historical and ethnological differences 

regarding what causes repugnance and on this basis reject emotions and intuitions as a satisfactory 

foundation for making moral judgments in favor of rational ethical reasoning. Even if such 

differences did not exist, one can argue against the usefulness of emotions and intuitions in moral 

reasoning in the same way as John Harris, who rejects Kass’ argument on (not only) the basis that 

it’s difficult to know “when one’s sense of outrage is evidence of something morally disturbing 

and when it is simply an expression of bare prejudice or something even more shameful”22. 

 

 

2.4 The moral confusion argument 

 

In the view of Robert & Baylis, crossing of species boundaries has the potential to lead to 

inexorable moral confusion and this notion of moral confusion is what “the most plausible 

objection to the creation of novel interspecies creatures rests on”23. Let us now explore how they 

arrive at this conclusion. 

 

                                                
21 Karpowicz et al. Developing Human-Nonhuman Chimeras in Human Stem Cell Research: Ethical Issues and 

Boundaries, 110. 
22 Harris. Clones, Genes and Human Rights, 82. 
23 Baylis & Robert, Crossing Species Boundaries, 11. 
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Since Robert & Baylis are, in their own words, concerned with evaluating the morality of “crossing 

species boundaries”, they need to make an attempt to define the term “species”, otherwise the 

resulting argument would be quite easy to dismiss due to the potential nebulousness of the term. 

But after examining several approaches to defining species, with an emphasis on attempting to 

define Homo Sapiens, they come to the conclusion that “no extant species concept justifies the 

erection of the fixed boundaries between human beings and nonhumans that are required to make 

breaching those boundaries morally problematic”24.  

 

But even though this seems to be the case, Robert & Baylis maintain that “the belief that there are 

fixed species boundaries that exist independently has become a fixed part of conventional moral 

thinking” and “morally [...] we rely on the notion of fixed species identities and boundaries in the 

way we live our lives and treat other creatures, whether in decisions about what we eat or what we 

patent”25. The conventional moral thinking, Robert & Baylis argue, is that moral status in humans 

is categorical, while the moral status of animals is contingent on the relationship between them 

and the “regnant”26 humans. Our moral obligation to animals depends on factors such as why they 

are being bred. Cows and cats, for instance, are bred for different purposes and this is presumably 

why the majority of the world’s human population gladly consumes one as food while being 

repulsed at the thought of consuming the other. 

 

The attribution of moral status via these two incommensurable frameworks is what causes ethical 

problems regarding the creation of HNH-chimeras to arise. How are we to understand our moral 

obligation to these new beings that are a mix between these two morally distinct groups of 

organisms? Not only would we face the immense challenge of figuring out what our obligations 

to these new novel creatures are, we would also need to face the fact that our behavior towards 

currently existing animals and humans needs to be reevaluated. This necessary reevaluation is 

argued to threaten the social order due to the fact that “countless social institutions, structures and 

practices”27 depend on the conventional distinction between humans and nonhuman animals. This 

threat can be argued to be sufficient reason not to create HNH-chimeras. Robert & Baylis do not 

explicitly take this position. They merely deem the notion of moral confusion to be the “most 

plausible” basis for an argument against the creation of HNH-chimeras and pose the pivotal 

                                                
24 Ibid, 6. 
25 Ibid, 6. 
26 Ibid, 9. 
27 Ibid, 10. 
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question “Do we shore up or challenge our current social and moral categories?”28, but leave it 

deliberately unanswered. They do however indicate that, were we to pursue the creation of HNH-

chimeras, the necessary conceptual work should be done before these new creatures walk among 

us. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
28 Ibid, 10. 
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3.Evaluation 

 

3.1 Why do we value animals? 

 

In his response to Robert & Baylis, Karpowicz argues that “in initiating a discussion of species 

boundaries Robert and Baylis have completely missed the point of why and whether human-

nonhuman chimeras are morally wrong”29. This seems to be mainly due to Robert & Baylis 

adopting a different view than Karpowicz regarding the reason why human beings value 

organisms. According to Karpowicz the reason is either that “they are visible and we have become 

accustomed to them in our and our ancestors’ environments” or “because they possess capacities 

or characteristics that remind us of our own humanness”30. Karpowicz continues by claiming that 

“the more fully an animal meets our 'humanness', in its visibility or its evident behaviors, the more 

it is valued, because we infer that it possesses capacities that are owed moral obligations”31. To 

give credence to his own view, Karpowicz gives the example of the ethics of research on 

nonhuman primates changing with the recognition that they possess some capacities similar to 

human capacities. Karpowicz’s differing view identifies a deficiency in Robert & Baylis’ 

reasoning, namely the fact that they assume that we endow nonhuman animals with a moral status 

based on our relationship to them, without considering the possibility that this relationship might 

be based on the moral status they were endowed with by virtue of some other factor.  

 

I won’t attempt to answer the question of what it is that determines what moral worth we ascribe 

to nonhuman animals: it seems apparent that more empirical research32 into the matter is needed 

before the question can be answered. I will, however, argue that Robert & Baylis’ proposed answer 

is no less plausible than that of Karpowicz. Consider the vast amounts of animals that we 

categorize as pests due to the way they affect us, and treat them as such. Also, consider how we 

are relatively okay with massive amounts of pigs being killed for food, even though we adopt 

arguably much less “human” animals (for example birds and rodents) as pets that we care for 

deeply. Again, observations such as these are neither sufficient enough to prove Robert & Baylis’ 

                                                
29 Karpowicz. In Defense of Stem Cell Chimeras:A Response to ‘Crossing Species Boundaries’, 17. 
30 Ibid, 17. 
31 Ibid, 17. 
32 Let me clarify why I, in this case, call for empirical research instead of ethical analysis and argument. While 

philosophy is well equipped to attempt to rationally answer the question of how humans ought to treat other 

beings, the question of why humans in practice choose to treat certain beings a certain way is, in my view, best 

left to different fields, such as neuroscience.  
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view as correct or to disprove Karpowicz’s view, but it seems clear the case for disproving the 

MCA at this early stage is a weak one.  

 

Since Robert & Baylis’ maintain that there is a clear moral line separating humans and nonhuman 

animals, we must also examine if humans are endowed with moral status in a distinct manner from 

nonhuman animals. One might observe that individual humans seem to consider other human 

individuals as possessing different moral status based on the relationship between them-consider 

how we mourn our fellow countrymen who perish in wars, while giving little thought to the loss 

of lives on the opposing side. But collectively we do agree that being human automatically endows 

us with the highest moral status on our planet-as evidenced by “The Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights” or, relating to the mentioned subject of war, the Geneva Conventions.  This may 

either be the case due to humans recognizing their mental capacities as deserving of the highest 

moral status and acting accordingly (Karpowicz’s view), or it may simply be the case that we treat 

them as having the highest moral status simply by virtue of them being human (Robert & Baylis’ 

view). Again, there is a lack of empirical research on why exactly we consider our species to have 

the highest moral status, and the two explanations offered above are far from the only ones. In this 

instance I consider speculation regarding which explanation is more plausible to be superfluous.  

The necessary prerequisite for the creation of HNH-chimeras to introduce moral confusion is for 

the moral worth of animals and humans to be defined by two incommensurable moral frameworks. 

A framework within which humans intrinsically possess full moral status - for whatever reason - 

is in my view sufficiently different from a framework within which animals are endowed with 

moral status based on their relationship to humans.  

 

To summarize: while it would not be wise to accept Robert & Baylis’ view on what endows 

humans and nonhuman animals with moral status as downright correct, it is-at this time-safe to 

consider it to be a plausible view.  

 

 

3.2 Moral confusion 

 

Let’s focus on moral confusion itself. Would the creation of HNH-chimeras really introduce it? 

And if so, ought we really to make efforts to avoid it? 
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3.2.1 Would the creation of HNH-chimeras lead to moral confusion? 

 

If we accept the view that Robert & Baylis hold regarding the institutional dependencies on the 

idea of rigid boundaries between species and the way that this idea is the basis for the moral 

judgments that humans make, it seems highly likely that confusion would come about once the 

clear boundaries that we have imagined between species have been compromised. While Robert 

& Baylis do not provide much proof for the aforementioned dependencies, one must acknowledge 

the difficulty of such a task. Attempting to ascertain how many social institutions depend on the 

idea of rigid boundaries between species and to what extent appears to be a futile effort. But it is 

enough to assume the careful stance that some social institutions depend on the idea to some extent 

to be able to draw the conclusion that some confusion would be introduced and the social order 

would be somewhat threatened. 

 

 

3.2.2 Should confusion be avoided? 

 

Robert & Baylis anticipate that some might observe current areas of ethical disagreement and 

argue that there is already considerable confusion about the moral status of several organisms such 

as human embryos and fetuses or humans in a vegetative state33. Would it really be so harmful to 

add to the confusion that already exists? Robert & Baylis’ rebuttal to this objection consists of 

clarifying that it is not the quantity of added confusion that could have bad consequences, rather it 

is the particular kind of confusion that is threatening to the social order. Acceptance of this rebuttal 

is dependent on whether or not we accept Robert & Baylis claim that “countless social institutions, 

structures, and practices depend upon the moral distinction drawn between human and nonhuman 

animals”34.  

 

But its potential to threaten the social order may still not be sufficient reason to avoid moral 

confusion. In her commentary on “Crossing Species Boundaries”, Hilary Bok characterizes 

confusion as “clearly an undesirable state”35. But she also makes a distinction between “causing 

confusion” and “revealing confusion”. Should we really shy away from courses of action that 

reveal confusion regarding our moral reasoning and indicate that our current reasoning is 

                                                
33 Baylis & Robert. Crossing Species Boundaries, 10. 
34 Ibid, 10. 
35 Bok. Whats Wrong with Confusion? 26. 
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insufficient? Surely it would not be productive to avoid that problems that need solving reveal 

themselves to us. But what if the creation of HNH-chimeras creates confusion instead of revealing 

it? If we accept our current view36 on the moral status of humans and nonhuman animals as 

adequate, then the artificial creation of creatures for which this view is inadequate is the “only kind 

of situation in which this inadequacy might pose a problem”37, thereby unnecessarily creating the 

undesirable state of confusion.  

 

I would argue that the creation of HNH-chimeras reveals confusion, since taking the stance that it 

creates confusion means that one accepts our current view on the difference between the moral 

status of humans and nonhuman animals as adequate. While I am inclined to somewhat agree with 

the descriptive statements that Robert & Baylis make regarding how humans form an 

understanding of their moral obligations to nonhuman animals, they appear far harder to agree 

with when interpreted as prescriptive, due to their speciesist character. 

 

 

3.3 Equations to other arguments 

 

3.3.1. Equating the MCA with the moral taboo argument 

 

Karpowicz et al label the moral confusion argument as merely a version of the previously described 

moral taboo argument, which maintains that “we should not go contrary to deep, long-held societal 

conventions”38.This can easily be dismissed by pointing to how Robert & Baylis are particularly 

deliberate in avoiding making prescriptive statements and how they certainly do not, contrary to 

what Karpowicz et al state, argue that “we need to keep tightly guarded conventional species 

boundaries between humans and nonhumans”39. While this dismissal ought to be sufficient when 

it comes to Robert & Baylis in particular, let us not abandon Karpowicz et al’s argument that MCA 

is a version of the moral taboo argument and instead temporarily disregard the carefulness of 

Robert & Baylis.  

 

                                                
36 “Our current view”, in this subsection, refers to the view that Robert & Baylis argue is the conventional one 

and was deemed somewhat plausible in section 3.1. 
37 Bok.Whats Wrong with Confusion? 26. 
38 Karpowicz et al. Developing Human-Nonhuman Chimeras in Human Stem Cell Research: Ethical Issues and 

Boundaries, 117. 
39 Ibid, 117. 
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At first glance the “moral taboo” label may seem to fit the MCA quite well. But it’s important to 

keep in mind that Robert & Baylis don’t try to argue that the transgression of moral taboos (in this 

case the creation of HNH-chimeras) is intrinsically impermissible.  It is not the transgression itself 

that is ethically problematic, it’s the consequence-namely moral confusion-that is undesirable. A 

question then arises: “Is moral confusion an intrinsic consequence of the creation of HNH-

chimeras?” I would argue that it absolutely is not. I do so because, as both proponents and 

opponents of the MCA maintain, the boundaries that are crossed aren’t “real”. The lines that are 

in place between species are based on belief/intuition/emotion rather than rational reasoning, and 

as such are far from guaranteed to stay in place (see section 2.3.2). In my interpretation Robert & 

Baylis maintain that that we, by creating HNH-chimeras, risk introducing moral confusion at this 

point in time, when our intuitive moral thinking looks as it does. I will not speculate as to how 

thoroughly engrained the intuitive understanding of species boundaries as being rigid is in the 

human psyche, but I would argue that there is no reason that this intuitive understanding would 

have to remain the same, given a long enough timeline. I am inclined to conclude here that the 

“moral taboo” label does not fit the MCA, as the MCA does not treat the societal conventions as a 

valid basis for moral judgments. It merely acknowledges that going contrary to these conventions 

may have undesirable consequences. Those consequences are what is being used as the actual basis 

for making a moral judgment regarding the development of HNH-chimeras.  

 

However, if we bring a bit more nuance into to the matter of designating an argument to be a 

“moral taboo” argument or not by introducing separate categories of “moral taboo” arguments, the 

MCA could definitely qualify as one. Such is the case at least with the categories that Bernard E. 

Rollin proposes, namely “There are certain things human beings were not meant to do”, 

“rampaging monsters” and “the plight of the creature”40. The first category describes an argument 

for the creation of HNH-chimeras to be intrinsically wrong and as I have argued above the MCA 

would not qualify as an argument of this type. Rather it is a combination of the second and third 

category, meaning that it is concerned with the bad consequences of creating HNH-chimeras, both 

for the world (“rampaging monsters”) and for the created creature (“the plight of the creature”). 

Arguments of the second and third type seem much more compelling than those of the first type 

and Rollin goes as far as to declare “the plight of the creature” to present the “greatest moral 

challenge to genetic engineering”41.  

                                                
40 Rollin. Ethics and Species Integrity, 15. 
41 Ibid, 15. 
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To summarize: it can be accurate to label the MCA as a “moral taboo” argument, but it would be 

dishonest to do so without clarifying that we mean a quite specific kind of “moral taboo” argument 

that holds more weight than one might imagine a general “moral taboo” argument to hold. 

 

 

3.3.2 Equating the MCA with species prejudice 

 

DeGrazia is very critical of the MCA and brusquely dismisses the approach of Robert & Baylis as 

“wrongheaded” and “morally obnoxious”42. It is easy to understand his hostility when reading how 

he interprets Robert & Baylis view: “Robert and Baylis view is better described as the view that 

humans have moral status, while animals, though sometimes of interest to humans, do not.”43. This 

interpretation mistakes descriptive statements for prescriptive ones. Robert & Baylis do not accept 

the above mentioned view-they merely observe it in the world and do seem to be open to the 

challenge of rethinking the framework for designating the moral status of all animals.  

 

Let’s expand a bit on what led DeGrazia to interpret the MCA the way that he did. The deciding 

passage from Robert & Baylis’ paper is the following:  

 

In the case of human beings, moral status is categorical insofar as humanness is generally 

considered a necessary condition for moral standing. In the case of nonhuman animals, 

though, moral status is contingent on the will of regnant human beings.44  

 

DeGrazia maintains that to have moral status is to have moral importance irrespective of one’s 

instrumental use or mere interest to others45. If one accepts this definition, defended by other 

philosophers46, it would seem that the second sentence in the passage that DeGrazia cites indeed 

can be interpreted as claiming that nonhuman animals do not have moral status. This seems odd, 

since Robert & Baylis repeatedly write that nonhuman animals do have some moral status-they do 

so even in the cited passage. Perhaps an argument could be made to defend Robert & Baylis’ 

description of the moral status of animals as being compatible with the definition of moral status 

                                                
42 DeGrazia. Human–animal chimeras: Human dignity, moral status, and species prejudice, 311. 
43 Ibid, 311. 
44 Baylis & Robert. Crossing Species Boundaries, 9. 
45 DeGrazia. Human–animal chimeras: Human dignity, moral status, and species prejudice, 311. 
46 Jaworska & Tannenbaum, The Grounds of Moral Status 
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that DeGrazia recognizes, but I will not attempt to do so here, since it is unclear if that is an 

argument that Robert & Baylis would attempt to construct or if they simply recognize a slightly 

different definition of “moral status”. I will concede that Robert & Baylis perhaps should have 

been more careful in their choice of terminology. This does not change the fact that DeGrazia’s 

criticism of the MCA is rendered largely invalid due to mistaking descriptive statements for 

prescriptive ones. This mistake becomes very obvious when DeGrazia presents the objection that 

“nearly all of the most respected scholars in animal ethics attribute at least some moral status (some 

moral, noninstrumental value) to sentient animals”47. While this is true, Robert & Baylis are not 

concerned with what moral status respected scholars in animal ethics attribute to sentient animals, 

rather they are concerned with the world’s population at large and the mechanics of how it 

attributes moral status to animals. 

 

 

3.4 Compatibilities with other arguments 

 

3.4.1 Compatibilities with DeGrazia’s moral reasoning 

 

Despite his criticism of the MCA, DeGrazia does seem to be somewhat open to Robert & Baylis’ 

line of reasoning, because after presenting his argument against the creation of HNH-chimeras, he 

shares this additional thought with the reader:  

 

Moreover, what life would await her? What family or community would embrace her? We 

should not intentionally bring into the world any borderline or paradigm person who is 

unlikely to enjoy the social supports that such a being deserves, providing another reason 

not to pursue the studies under consideration.48 

 

In sharing this thought, DeGrazia inadvertently concedes that despite his criticism of it, the moral 

confusion argument does hold a degree of merit. It appears that DeGrazia in this passage presents 

his own formulation of the moral confusion argument as a valid objection to chimeric research. 

Moreover, as far as I can see, he does so without providing a possibility to connect said passage to 

his own previously presented arguments-this is important because it means that the passage does 

not have to be viewed isolated away from his other arguments (in other words: ”taken out of 

                                                
47 DeGrazia. Human–animal chimeras: Human dignity, moral status, and species prejudice, 311. 
48 DeGrazia. Human–animal chimeras: Human dignity, moral status, and species prejudice, 326. 
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context”) to provide support for the moral confusion argument. To clarify how the cited passage 

can be interpreted as a reformulation of the MCA: Just like Robert & Baylis, DeGrazia does not 

accept a moral framework based on imaginary boundaries between species. But at the same time 

he, again-just like Robert & Baylis, acknowledges that this moral framework is what provides the 

basis for moral decisions made by humans (the families and communities in the cited passage) and 

therefore, while going contrary to this flawed framework may in itself not be morally wrong, the 

consequences of going against it may be undesirable.  

 

 

3.4.2 Compatibilities with Karpowicz’s moral reasoning 

 

There also seem to be important similarities between the reasoning of Karpowicz and that of 

Robert & Baylis. Consider Karpowicz’s and Robert & Baylis’ different assumption regarding the 

deciding factors in how humans treat other organisms described in section 3.1. The core similarity 

that I identify in their respective assumptions is that they both assume that it is not rationality that 

provides the basis for moral judgments regarding nonhuman organisms. Sure, as Karpowicz 

argues, in the case of nonhuman primates our moral judgments seem to be consistent with judging 

them based on the dignity-related capacities that they possess (which would be rational, provided 

one accepts Karpowicz et al’s defense of the human dignity concept as rational). But I am doubtful 

that this consistency lasts much longer when we judge all other organisms based on their apparent 

appearance and behavior, instead of only our closest genetic relatives. An organism seeming 

human or not does not necessarily tell us anything about its mental “humanness”. This becomes 

especially true when we consider HNH-chimeras. The creation of an HNH-chimera could 

conceivably produce a creature in possession of mental capacities worthy of full moral status, but 

unable to exercise those capacities in a sufficiently apparent way for us to endow it with the correct 

moral status-this should provide another reason for Karpowicz to be concerned about a chimeras’ 

ability to fully exercise its dignity-related capacities. If only Karpowicz was ready to admit that 

his assumed method for assessing the moral status of nonhuman organisms is fallible, he would 

likely be just as concerned about the plight of the created chimera as Robert & Baylis are, albeit 

for somewhat different reasons.  
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3.5 Relevancy of the MCA 

 

In his response to Robert & Baylis’ article, Phillip Karpowicz criticizes the MCA of lacking 

relevancy, as he accuses the authors of focusing on “vague moral dilemmas taken from the pages 

of H. G. Wells’s The Island of Dr. Moreau”49 while criticizing Robert & Baylis for misinterpreting 

current medical procedures(for example those performed on mice) as having more potential to 

create HNH-chimeras than they actually do - Karpowicz explains that the skull of a mouse simply 

cannot accommodate a brain that possesses mental capacities similar to those of a human, even if 

containing human neural stem cells. Karpowicz also spends some time arguing that the procedures 

that have taken place thus far (stem cell chimeric transplants) do not qualify as having violated 

human boundaries. It is here important to note that Robert & Baylis clearly do not consider the 

procedures that have taken place thus far to violate the boundaries between humans and 

nonhumans-if this were the case, they would surely argue that moral confusion has already been 

introduced. 

 

Nonetheless, Karpowicz certainly has a point when criticizing the arguments relevancy, since a 

morally ambiguous HNH-chimera (the kind that this essay deals with) is a very specific one, when 

compared to the vast amount of morally unproblematic chimeras that can be, and are being, 

created. And the fear and uncertainty surrounding the creation of a HNH-chimera should not scare 

us away from related chimeric research that would clearly not produce the type of creature that is 

the source of said fear and uncertainty. What makes Karpowicz’s criticism of the MCA a bit 

peculiar in this instance is the fact that Karpowicz himself, along with his colleagues, presented an 

argument against the creation of HNH-chimeras, implying that he actually believes it to be a 

sufficiently relevant issue to warrant having an argument against it constructed. 

 

While it may take a long time before we are capable of creating HNH-chimeras that can be seen 

as transgressing the lines between human and nonhuman, I would argue that the arguments against 

doing so are of interest to us even if we never reach the capacity to create such a creature, and 

should therefore not be dismissed on the ground of lacking in relevancy. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
49 Karpowicz. In Defense of Stem Cell Chimeras:A Response to ‘Crossing Species Boundaries’, 19. 
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4.Conclusion 

 

Considering the immense good that can come from chimeric research, the MCA does not appear 

to be a strong enough argument to shy away from it. While it raises plausible concerns about our 

current moral thinking being insufficient for ensuring that new, novel mixtures of humans and 

nonhumans enjoy their rightful moral status, both in terms of how they are treated and what 

capabilities they are made able to exercise, it is currently not sufficiently convincing as far as the 

certainty and severity of the threat to social order is concerned when weighed against the 

possibility of scientific advancement and social progress. Furthermore, even if we could with 

certainty identify the creation of HNH-chimeras as very threatening to the social order, challenging 

our current beliefs and laying down the necessary conceptual groundwork before such creatures 

are introduced could very well allow us to entirely avoid the undesirable consequences that the 

MCA lays out, while correcting some of our current irrational beliefs. 

 

But let us remember that Robert & Baylis themselves only identify it as the “most plausible” 

argument against the creation of HNH-chimeras. And indeed, the MCA is remarkably plausible if 

one considers it as a species integrity argument, which would usually be quickly dismissed.  

When viewed in the company of other types of arguments against chimeric research, the 

plausibility of the MCA becomes harder to ascertain due to the difference in the approach of Robert 

& Baylis and other philosophers such as Karpowicz et al or DeGrazia who present plausible 

arguments of their own based mainly on the issue of starting a morally permissible process of 

chimerization on a subject and this process eventually becoming impermissible due to the change 

in moral status of the subject. 

 

I hope that I have in this essay demonstrated that the MCA does not deserve to be dismissed as 

brusquely as a typical argument of the “moral taboo” or “species integrity” variety or as an 

argument based on “species prejudice”. And even though it does currently, in my view, not 

constitute a sufficient reason to halt specific kinds of chimeric research, parts of it can still be of 

value to philosophers. Consider Bernard E. Rollin, whose commentary on Robert & Baylis’ article 

is, in my view, exemplary by virtue of not attempting to disprove the MCA based on the aspects 

of it that are irrational by design and, while not accepting the argument as a whole, embracing the 

idea that crossing the boundaries between species may be somewhat morally problematic. The 

following citation does a good job at capturing the stance that Rollins takes:  
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I am grateful to Robert and Baylis for making me rethink my own cavalier dismissal of 

crossing species barriers as a spurious moral issue. While their thesis acknowledges that this 

concern might be biologically and conceptually ill-founded, if taken seriously it should make 

us deepen our thinking regarding the adaptability of our moral categories to our ability to 

manipulate life.50 

 

I hope that both Karpowicz’s and DeGrazia will, at least to some small extent, follow in Rollin’s 

footsteps, as their reasoning is partly compatible with Robert & Baylis’ reasoning and I believe 

that them being just a bit less dismissive towards the MCA could potentially lead to interesting 

and important revelations regarding the way we ought to treat all organisms, actually treat all 

organisms and how compatible our current moral thinking is with the idea of new types of creatures 

being introduced into the world.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
50 Rollin. Ethics and Species Integrity, 17. 
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