
A

Must We Be Just Plain Good? On Regress
Arguments for the Value of Humanity*

L. Nandi Theunissen

There is an argument according to which there must be something nonrelation-
ally valuable for anything to be of value. The chains of dependence between val-
ues must come to an end, and humanity meets the specifications. I explore alter-
natives to terminating a regress in nonrelational value and give reason to reject
the “borrowing” conception of relational value that drives the argument. I doubt
that the nonrelational value of humanity can be secured by an argument from
the structure of value, but I am optimistic about the prospects for explaining
our value relationally and give reason to favor a reflexive relational model.
I. INTRODUCTION

There is a powerful argument for the special value of humanity that
turns on the nature of relational value. For anything to be relationally
valuable, something must be nonrelationally valuable, and people meet
the criteria. Relational value borrows its normativity—its reason-giving
* Many people have been generous with their time and thoughtful with their feedback
on this article. I am most grateful to Katja Vogt for encouraging me to think about regress
arguments and for helpful feedback on drafts at several stages. Joseph Raz was kind enough
to inviteme to present a version of the article at theColumbiaLawSchool in the fall of 2015. I
am very grateful to him and to the participants of his seminar for searching written commen-
tary and engaging discussion. I wish to thank several anonymous reviewers for and associate
editors of Ethics, and especially the associate editor Connie Rosati, for exceedingly helpful
questions and suggestions. Very likely I have not done justice to every one of their thoughtful
comments, but I am grateful to have more to think about. I owe much to Sarah Buss, Benja-
min Parris, David Velleman, and Brad Weslake for discussion and feedback at various stages.
Stephen Harrop typeset my diagrams and was most helpful in discussing various points. The
article benefitted from questions on the part of audiences at Northwestern University, Johns
HopkinsUniversity, and theUniversity ofWisconsin atMilwaukee, with special thanks toKyla
Ebels-Duggan and Richard Kraut. I appreciated the invitation to present an early version at
the University of St. Andrews, and I thank Jens Timmermann and Sarah Broadie in particu-
lar for their encouragement.
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force—from the value of people whose value is not borrowed from it, or
anything else. David Velleman writes, “As I have argued, value for a per-
son stands to value in a person roughly as the value of a means stands to
that of the end: in each case, the former merits concern only on the basis
of concern for the latter. And conditional values cannot be weighed
against the unconditional values on which they depend.”1 Joseph Raz
states, “In brief, the value of many goods depends on the fact that they
are or can be good for people, and that means that it depends on the fact
that people are of value in themselves.”2 And Christine Korsgaard ar-
gues, “Thus, regressing upon the conditions, we find that the uncondi-
tioned condition of the goodness of anything is rational nature, or the
power of rational choice. To play this role, however, rational nature must
itself be something of unconditional value—an end in itself.”3 The argu-
ment emerges from broadly Kantian discussions of human value. Propo-
nents of the argument are Kantian, not necessarily in the sense that they
are self-conscious exponents of Kant’s view, but in the sense that they
take persons to be bearers of value and reject a maximizing conception
of the good.4

The argument is patterned on a schema that has wide currency, and
is often taken to be something of a truism. For Mooreans, if anything is
instrumentally valuable, then something intrinsically valuable exists—not
people, but some event or state of affairs.5 Aristotle uses the schema to es-
tablish the existence of a single final end inwhichnot people but the good
lifemeets the criteria.6 There are important differences, as we will see, but
in each case something is taken to be the bearer of a special kind of value
given the very structure of value. I examine the argument as it arises for
proponents of the nonrelational value of humanity, and my conclusion
is in a clear sense negative. Nonrelational value is not required to make
1. J. David Velleman, “A Right to Self-Termination?,” Ethics 109 (1999): 606–28, 613.
2. Joseph Raz, “The Amoralist,” in Engaging Reason (Oxford: Oxford University Press,

1999), 273–302, 297.
3. Christine Korsgaard, “Kant’s Formula of Humanity,” Kant-Studien 77 (1986): 183–

202, 197.
4. I follow Ben Bradley, “Two Concepts of Intrinsic Value,” Ethical Theory and Moral

Practice 9 (2006): 111–30, in distinguishing Kantian from Moorean conceptions of value
along these lines (Bradley adds several further distinguishing features). For a classic discus-
sion of the differences betweenMooreans and Kantians, see Christine Korsgaard, “Two Dis-
tinctions in Goodness,” Philosophical Review 92 (1983): 169–95.

5. For discussion, see Earl Conee, “Instrumental Value without Intrinsic Value?,”
Philosophia 11 (1982): 345–59.

6. See Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, ed. Sarah Broadie and Christopher Rowe (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 2011), sec. 1.2. For commentary, see Sarah Broadie, Ethics
with Aristotle (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991). For discussion, see Katja Maria Vogt,
“The Guise of the Good in Aristotle,” in Desiring the Good: Ancient Proposals and Contemporary
Theory (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 115–44.
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sense of the existence of relational value, so the special value of humanity
will not come from this kind of argument about the structure of value. For-
tunately, there is a positive lesson: we can explain the value of people re-
lationally. I explore several possibilities, giving reason to favor a model ac-
cording to which our value is explained in terms of a relation we bear to
ourselves.

II. THE REGRESS ARGUMENT: A SOURCE INTUITION

I begin with a word of caution. Anyone who spends time on themetaphys-
ics of value invariably has a painful encounter with terminology.7 Roughly,
in its most general sense, “relational value” is whatever is of value because
of the relationship it bears to something else, and “nonrelational value”
is whatever is of value independently of its relationship to something else.
As we will see, proponents of the special value of humanity unpack that
relationship in different ways. To look ahead, some proponents take the
relationship to be one of conferral, so that “relational value” is value that
is conferred by someone, while others take the relationship to be one of
benefit, so that “relational value” is goodness for someone. Nevertheless,
it is instructive to consider the arguments in connection with one another.
I will be using “good” and “of value” (“relationally good” and “relationally
valuable,” etc.) interchangeably throughout, overlooking differences in
the ordinary uses of these words.

The argument in question comes in two main varieties. The first is
much discussed and has been abandoned, or at least crucially modified,
by its original proponent—Christine Korsgaard.8 But it will be important
for what comes later to resurrect some central claims. Korsgaard’s version
of the argument is guided by the intuition that goodness has a source—
that it comes from somewhere. Part 1 of the argument starts from the
assumption that some ordinary objects of choice are good or valuable.
It raises a question about the origin of their value and contends that
their value must ultimately come from something that is valuable in it-
self. For without a source that is valuable in itself, the value of one thing
would derive from another, which would derive from another in turn,
and so on ad infinitum. In that case nothing would be valuable, and
some things are. Part 2 of the argument makes the case that rational be-
ings (or valuers, or humanity; these terms are used interchangeably)
meet the criteria for being the original source of value. Rational beings
confer value on things by choosing them according to rational stan-
7. I borrow this phrase from Herman as said, in another connection, of Kant on the
will. See Barbara Herman,Moral Literacy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007),
230.

8. See principally Korsgaard, “Two Distinctions in Goodness,” 177–84, and “Kant’s
Formula of Humanity,” 190–97.
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dards. Since value travels from a rational chooser to its object, and since
the value of rational choosers has no external source, it follows that ra-
tional choosers, valuers, are valuable in themselves. On this way of set-
ting things up, whatever has its value conferred by something else is “re-
lationally good,” and whatever is good but not relationally so (i.e., whose
goodness is not conferred by something else) is “good in itself.” The ar-
gument is that the existence of relational goods establishes that some-
thing is good in itself and that people meet the criteria. People meet
the criteria because they are valuers, which is to say that they are confer-
rers of value on relational goods (see fig. 1).

The argument has been seized at several joints.9 The idea that value
has a source in the relevant sense is a supposition of meta-ethical con-
structivists and is denied by realists.10 To that extent, the argument rests
on a contentious theoretical premise. Realists have made the point that
deriving the value of objects or activities of choice from our choosing,
and not the value of our choosing from objects and activities of choice,
does not have the appearances on its side, nor classic theories of agency.11

But granting that value has a source, and granting that value travels from
rational choosers to objects, critics have denied the implication that ra-
tional choosers are of value. As Rae Langton argues, “We have no more
FIG. 1.—Source.
9. Less important for my purposes are criticisms from the point of view of Kantian in-
terpretation. On interpretive issues, see Jens Timmermann, “Value without Regress: Kant’s
‘Formula of Humanity’ Revisited,” European Journal of Philosophy 14 (2006): 69–93; and Rob-
ert Stern, “Moral Skepticism, Constructivism, and the Value of Humanity,” in Constructivism
in Ethics, ed. Carla Bagnoli (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 22–40.

10. See Joseph Raz, The Practice of Value, ed. R. Jay Wallace (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2003), 140; and T. M. Scanlon, “Metaphysics and Morals,” Proceedings and Address of
the American Philosophical Association 77 (2003): 7–22.

11. See Donald H. Regan, “The Value of Rational Nature,” Ethics 112 (2002): 267–91.
For discussion, see David Sussman, “The Authority of Humanity,” Ethics 113 (2003): 350–
66.
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antecedent reason to expect the creators of goodness to be good than to
expect painters of the blue to be blue, or the creators of babies to be ba-
bies. In general we don’t think the source of something valuable must
itself be valuable. War can produce good poets, chickenmanure can pro-
duce good roses, and in general the sources of good things can be bad.”12

To secure the implication that the ultimate source of the value of other
things must itself be valuable, there needs to be a principle to the effect
that there can be nothing in an effect that is not contained in its cause.
But, as Jerry Schneewind pointed out, this principle is implausible.13

Korsgaard herself took Schneewind’s point to be decisive:
1
(2007

1
(1998

1
Reply

1
versity

1
the su

ll use 
If we do not set a value on ourselves . . . then nothing else can have
any value either. My argument for that point is not based on the
traditional metaphysical argument that there is nothing in the ef-
fect that is not somehow in the cause, as Schneewind suggests. I
am aware that in early papers I made it sound too much as if value
were some sort of metaphysical substance that got transferred from
us to our ends via the act of choice. As I’ve tried to clarify here, I
don’t think that: I think that self-love, valuing oneself, is essentially
involved in the valuing of our ordinary ends. In this sense the value
of humanity is the unconditioned condition of all other value, while
the other ends of practical reason are not.14
If the proposal was that valuers are valuable in themselves because they
are the first cause of the value of other things, then Korsgaard rejects the
proposal. By the lights of its primary proponent, the first version of the
regress argument is unsuccessful. Korsgaard’s considered view, as stated
above, is that while valuers confer value on other things, so that the value
of other things is dependent on valuers while the value of valuers is not
dependent on values, this form of asymmetrical dependence does not
imbue valuers with distinctive value. Our value is also conferred, only re-
flexively. As the revised proposal is developed, the argument is not re-
gressive but transcendental: it is a condition on the possibility of action
that we must confer value on ourselves.15 That would appear to be a sep-
arate matter, requiring independent defense.16
2. Rae Langton, “Objective and Unconditioned Value,” Philosophical Review 116
): 157–85, 175.
3. See J. B. Schneewind, “Korsgaard and the Unconditional in Morality,” Ethics 109
): 36–48, 39.
4. See Christine Korsgaard, “Motivation, Metaphysics, and the Value of the Self: A
to Ginsborg, Guyer, and Schneewind,”Ethics 109 (1998): 49–66, 63–64.
5. See Christine Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
Press, 1996), sec. 3.4.10.
6. For discussion of the relationship between the arguments early and late, as well as
ggestion that they are dependent, see William J. Fitzpatrick, “The Practical Turn in
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Later, I will come back to Korsgaard’s suggestion that the value of
valuers is relational in the sense that valuers confer value on themselves.
For now I consider what more can be said on behalf of regress arguments
for the nonrelational value of humanity. If the first version depended
on the idea that “value travels from a rational choice to its object,” a sec-
ond version depends on the idea that “value travels from an end to a
means.”17 The guiding intuition is not that value must have a first cause,
but that it must come to an end.

III. THE REGRESS ARGUMENT: AN END INTUITION

The second version of the argument is defended by Joseph Raz and Da-
vid Velleman.18 It concerns the relation that obtains when one thing (be
it an object, an event, an action, or a state) is good for another. The ar-
gument starts from the assumption that “being good for” is not always a
normatively significant relation. That is, when X is good for Y, it does not
follow that X is good or valuable. For X to be good or valuable, it must be
that Y is valuable. Accordingly, the relation is one of dependence, so that
when X is good for Y the value of X depends on the value of Y. The de-
pendence is illustrated with examples: washing plates is good for having
clean ones, and the value of the washing depends on the value of having
clean plates. Why else would we bother? “Being good for” is a transitive
relation, so that if washing plates is good for having clean ones, and hav-
ing clean plates is good for eating nice meals, then washing plates is also
good for eating nice meals. This introduces the idea of a chain of depen-
dence in which one thing is good for another.

Given these assumptions, the argument emerges as follows; as with
the first version, it comes in two parts. Part 1: what is good because it can
be good for something of value must ultimately be good for something
whose value is not a function of being good for something. For if there
were an infinite chain of dependence between goods that are good be-
cause they can be good for something, nothing would be valuable (and
some things are). On this way of setting things up, whatever is good be-
cause it can be good for something of value is “relationally good,” and
Ethical Theory: Korsgaard’s Constructivism, Realism and the Nature of Normativity,” Ethics
115 (2005): 651–91, 661.

17. Korsgaard, “Two Distinctions in Goodness,” 181–82.
18. Apart from “The Amoralist,” see Joseph Raz, “Respecting People,” in Value, Re-

spect, and Attachment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 124–75. Apart from
“A Right to Self-Termination?,” see J. David Velleman, “Beyond Price,” Ethics 118 (2008):
191–212. There are differences between Raz’s and Velleman’s presentations of the argu-
ment, and I will not be faithful to one or the other of them on every point; I am interested
in a common schema. I am most grateful to Joseph for detailed comments on the form of
the argument, and I draw on these in what follows.
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whatever is good but not relationally so (that is, whose goodness is not
explained in terms of being good for something of value) is “good in it-
self.” Whatever is relationally good is good because of something that is
good in itself—because it in some way contributes to what is good in it-
self. For the final node in the chain of dependence to be good in itself it
must be good independently of whether it can be good for something of
value. It may be good for something too, but its value will not depend on
being so. Part 2: people (or humanity, or valuers; these terms are used
interchangeably) meet the criteria for being the final node in the chain
of dependence because valuers meet the criteria for being good in them-
selves. Valuers are such that other things can be good for them, and they
are not such that they are good because they can be good for other
things. Valuers are of value independently of the good they do or stand
to do—they are ends in themselves (see fig. 2).

Some clarifications are in order. First, while Korsgaard takes rela-
tional value to be value that is conferred by a valuer, the form of rela-
tional value that is in question here is goodness for a person. This is
the form of relational value that will be at issue for the remainder of the
article, and I set aside the idea of conferral in Korsgaard’s distinctive
sense. Being “good for” a person is equivalent to being of benefit to or
beneficial for them. It is assumed that something can be instrumentally
or noninstrumentally good for a person, that is, indirectly or directly good
for them. Typical examples of noninstrumental goods for people include
friendship, engagement with works of art, philosophical conversation,
simple pleasures, and more complex ones. The notion of noninstru-
mental or intrinsic benefit is meant to be intuitive—enrichment for its
own sake is an elucidation—and different substantive accounts may be
given.19
FIG. 2.—End.
19. There is some controversy over whether the relation “being good for” is the same
irrespective of what is substituted for Y when X is good for Y—artifacts, plants, animals, per-
sons, etc. Raz, “Respecting People,” and Richard Kraut,What Is Good and Why (Cambridge,
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Second, while Korsgaard takes a valuer to be someone who is capa-
ble of conferring value on other things, to be a valuer here is to be capa-
ble of engaging with (and thereby of benefiting from) objects and activ-
ities of value. We saw that the first version of the regress argument was
meta-ethically constructivist, so should we assume that the second ver-
sion is meta-ethically realist? Since the argument concerns the would-
be structural dependence between goods that are good for someone
and goods that are good in themselves, it does not depend on substan-
tive accounts of good for and good in itself, and realist and antirealist
accounts of both are forthcoming.20 For purposes of the argument pro-
ponents need not take a stand. Indeed, the argument has wide currency
in part because it does not depend on contentious issues about realism
MA: Harvard University Press, 2007), take the relation to be the same, or at least continu-
ous, and Connie Rosati, “Relational Good and the Multiplicity Problem,” Philosophical Is-
sues 19 (2009): 205–34, takes it to be importantly different. As the argument is formulated
above, provided that Y is of value, the relation is neutral on substitutions of Y, though per-
sons (or equivalently, valuers) emerge as the final Y. Ultimately the argument concerns the
nature of personal good: the existence of goods for people implies that people are good in
themselves. So for purposes of the argument, I will assume that the relation takes a person,
or equivalently, a valuer, as the substitution for Y. Since proponents of the argument allow
that something can be indirectly or directly good for a person, we may say that X can be
“good for something,” meaning by this that X is indirectly good for someone. There is
an exception to this restriction in the discussion of “Reverse Priority” below, where valuers
are understood to be good for nonrelational values. The restriction otherwise holds, and
the exception does not affect the larger argument.

20. On a prominent realist view, what it is for X to be intrinsically “good for” a subject,
S, is for X to allow S to prosper or flourish as the kind of S she is, something about which
there are attitude-independent facts of the matter. Proponents of the view vary according
to the permitted substitutions for S, and according to whether a further story about “pros-
pering” is thought to be forthcoming. Prospering may be taken to be indefinable, it may be
taken to be a natural or an irreducibly normative relation, it may be taken to be a second-
order relational property of being productive of a set of enumerable features, or some-
thing else. For discussion, see Kraut,What Is Good, chaps. 1 and 2; and Connie Rosati, “Per-
sonal Good,”Metaethics after Moore, ed. Mark Timmons and Terry Horgan (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2006), 107–31, 118–23. See also Peter Railton, “Moral Realism,” Philosoph-
ical Review 95 (1986): 163–207.

On a prominent antirealist view, what it is for X to be “good for” someone, S, is for X
to conduce to S’s goals subject to some idealizing condition (full information, ideal ratio-
nality). See Judith Jarvis Thomson, “The Right and the Good,” Journal of Philosophy 94
(1997): 273–98. A variant is given by Stephen Darwall,Welfare and Rational Care (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004). Though it is less often seen, there are realist and
antirealist accounts of the nonrelational good. In the Moorean tradition, good in itself
is a simple first-order nonnatural property, but it need not be. Kant takes persons to be
of value in themselves, though not in the sense that persons possess a self-standing first-
order property of the kind posited by value realists. More likely Kant thinks that people
are of value in themselves in the sense that they categorically must be valued (valued inde-
pendently of whether they stand to be good for something or someone).
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and antirealism.21 For this reason alone, the second version of the argu-
ment has a theoretical advantage over the first.

Here is the argument in sum:

i) Some things are good or valuable because they can be good for
something or someone of value.

ii) There are chains of dependence between things that are valu-
able in this way.

iii) The chain of dependence between values must come to an end
on pain of a vicious regress.

iv) What brings a chain of dependence to an end is something
that is such that (a) there are things that are of value because
they can be good for it, while (b) its value does not depend on
being good for other things—it is good or valuable in itself.

v) Valuers meet conditions a and b.
vi) Therefore, valuers can be the final node in a chain of depen-

dence.
IV. EVALUATING THE ARGUMENT

An abrupt way to reject the argument would be to deny that “being good
for” is a meaningful relation. This was a charge long raised by Moore,
and it finds contemporary defenders.22 I note that proponents of the ar-
gument need not suppose that all that is good or valuable partakes in the
relation, either as being good for other things or as being such that other
things are good for it. Their assumption is simply that “being good for”
or “of value to” is an important and common relation between things of
value. I will not contest this assumption, and I will have more to say about
the relation itself below. Premise ii strikes me as uncontentious, though
I will argue that the chain need not be linear. Premises iii–v are more
interesting. The question is whether a chain of dependence between
values must come to an end with something that is good in itself, and
whether valuers meet the criteria for being the final node in the series. I
work through some alternatives.

A. Reverse Priority

A structurally mild alternative accepts that there must be an end to the
chain of dependence (premise iii) and accepts that the final node is good
21. Raz and Velleman both defend versions of the argument schema, though they
have divergent metaethical commitments. Contrast Korsgaard’s treatment of the issue of
realism and antirealism in “Two Distinctions in Goodness,” 181–82.

22. See, e.g., Donald H. Regan, “Why Am I My Brother’s Keeper?,” in Reason and
Value: Themes from the Moral Philosophy of Joseph Raz (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2004), 202–30.
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in itself (premise iv) but denies that valuersmeet the criteria (premise v is
false). Valuers do not meet the criteria because there is a reverse priority
between some objects of value and valuers. Some objects are such that val-
uers are of value because they can be good for them, and such that they
are not of value because they can be good for valuers. Valuers are valuable
because they are able to give these objects their due. Call this option RP
for “reverse priority.” A version of RP is defended by Sarah Buss.23 To be
clear, Buss is not defending premises i–iv. She is making the proposal that
valuers (those capable of engaging with objects and activities of value)
are valuable because they can be good for some objects of value (in Buss’s
example, works of art), while those objects are good in themselves (see
fig. 3).

Start with the second part of the proposal: works of art are of value
independently of whether they can be good for valuers. This is so, Buss
maintains, because the value of art is not exhausted by its role, or poten-
tial role, in enriching or giving meaning to people’s lives.24 By this Buss
means that works of art deserve to be revered and honored as the valu-
able things they are, where this calls for a mode of engagement that fo-
cuses our attention on the works themselves (and not on our experience
of them, or on the satisfaction we derive from them).25 Does the object-
directed character of art appreciation show that works of art are good in
themselves? Presumably those who take works of art to be intrinsically
good for people—by themselves good for people, or good for people
for their own sake—will, or should, acknowledge that they are so in vir-
tue of features of the work. The sculpture has a striking luminosity and
expresses the concepts of space, weight, and volume, in an imaginative
way, and so on. The work cannot be good for people unless they pay at-
tention to these features, and pay attention without a narrow view to
their own enrichment. “What is this doing for me?” and “Howmuch am I
getting out of this?”—these questions are sure signs that a person is not
engaging as she should.26 An explanation of the value of works of art
23. Sarah Buss, “The Value of Humanity,” Journal of Philosophy 109 (2012): 341–77,
349.

24. For comparable claims, see Susan Wolf, “Good-for-Nothings,” Proceedings and Ad-
dress of the American Philosophical Association 85 (2010): 47–64.

25. Nagel makes a similar point. For Nagel, some of our interests seem to give evi-
dence that their object has a value that is not a function of being good for anyone, and this
seems especially true in aesthetics, where “the object of interest is external and the interest
seems perpetually capable of criticism in light of further attention to the object.” Thomas
Nagel, The View from Nowhere (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 153.

26. As Katja Vogt has pointed out to me, the claim should not be overstated, for ex-
perience is not irrelevant either. In appreciating a work of art we oftenmove back and forth
between focusing on features of the work and focusing on how those features affect us. We
especially learn from how the critic or expert is affected—this is an important form of aes-
thetic instruction.
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in terms of their propensity to enrich our lives properly incorporates
the features in virtue of which it does so and properly allows for object-
directed attention.27

What of the first part of the proposal, that valuers are of value be-
cause they can be good for works of art? One way valuers can be good
for works of art is by preserving and restoring them. Presumably these
efforts find their point in facilitating appreciation, and perhaps appreci-
ation is good for a work of art because without appreciation its value is
wasted. But as a defender of premise v will make the case, it is valuers
who stand to lose when a work of art goes unappreciated, and valuers
for whom the realization of a value finds its point.28 Many find it peculiar
to say that art is good whether or not there is or could be anyone around
to engage with it.29 If there is to be an asymmetry between valuers and
objects and activities of value (and the “if” is what I am, in the end, in-
vestigating in this article), then absent further argument, the asymmetry
more plausibly goes the other way. To be good for a work of art is to be
indirectly good for a valuer. The value of works of art is conditioned by
their capacity to enrich us, to bring meaning to our lives, but our value is
special because it is not so conditioned: we are ends in ourselves. To that
extent, I think that proponents of the special value of humanity win the
argument.
FIG. 3.—Reverse priority.
27. I defend this claim at greater length in L. Nandi Theunissen, The Value of Hu-
manity (forthcoming).

28. According to Raz, “All this is a bit of a mouthful to say that paintings are there to
be seen and appreciated, novels to be read, oranges to be eaten, mountains to be climbed,
etc. They are there for these things to happen to them in the sense that their value to
others remains unrealised until someone of value in himself relates to them in the right
way” (“Respecting People,” 154).

29. As Nagel argues, “The problem is to account for external values in a way which
avoids the implausible consequence that they retain their practical importance even if
no one will ever be able to respond to them. (So that if all sentient life is destroyed, it will
still be a good thing if the Frick collection survives.)” (View from Nowhere, 153).
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B. Neither Good nor Bad

A structurally more colorful alternative accepts that a chain of depen-
dence between values must come to an end (premise iii) and accepts
that valuers are the final node in the series (premise vi is true) but denies
that valuers are valuable in themselves (premise v is false). Instead, valu-
ers are neither good nor bad. On this model, other things are good be-
cause they can be good for valuers, but valuers themselves (valuers qua
valuers) are neither good nor bad (NGB).

Plato investigates a form of this proposal in Lysis. Plato has Socrates
present a model of benefit according to which what is good stands to
benefit what is neither good nor bad on account of the presence of
something bad. A key assumption is that in order to be benefited a sub-
ject must be susceptible to ills that goods can cure. So the body, which is
susceptible to the ill of disease, stands to benefit from the good of med-
icine. So the soul, which is susceptible to the ill of ignorance, stands to
benefit from the good of knowledge. But importantly, to be benefited
the subject cannot already be good, and the subject cannot already be
bad. The subject cannot already be good because then the subject will
be invulnerable to ills and will not stand in need of improvement. The
body becomes good when it becomes healthy, and the soul when it be-
comes wise. But the wise and the healthy are not “friends of the good,”
or, as we might say, are not valuers, because they are already good—they
do not need to be benefited. On the other hand, while the subject of
benefits must be susceptible to ills, the susceptibility must be such that
it admits of a cure—the subject cannot be too far gone. For Socrates con-
tends that what is already bad cannot be improved. It follows that to be
benefited a subject must be neither good nor bad.30

Several assumptions may be called into question, and we might no-
tice that Plato does not have our idea of a subject as a bearer of value,
where that is different from a subject’s being in an excellent state. But
more interesting for our purposes is that Plato himself has Socrates en-
visage the regress argument by way of objection. Chains of dependence
between values must come to an end with something for whose sake all
the rest are valuable, and Socrates uses the example of a father who val-
ues his son more highly than all of his possessions, and values his posses-
sions for the son’s sake. We may talk of how much we value gold and sil-
ver, but that gets us no closer to the truth, which is that we value above all
else that for which gold and all other provisions are provided.31 Plato
does not quite draw the conclusion that therefore the son is valuable
after all, and in a special kind of way. But the conclusion does not look
30. Plato, “Lysis,” in Plato: Complete Works, ed. John M. Cooper (Indianapolis: Hackett,
1997), 687–707, 216c–18c.

31. Plato, “Lysis,” 218d–20a.
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far away. It may be important that it is a man’s son and not a person (or
valuer) as such who is taken to lie at the end of the chain. And it may be
important that the argument is cast in terms of what the man loves or
cares about. That all valuers are distinctly worthy or valuable merely qua
valuers may be a modern idea, and one with a religious history.32 Still,
Plato’s version of the regress argument is strikingly close to the argument
in question, and it does enough to cast doubt on NGB.

C. Devoid of Value or Harmful

Could the chain of dependence come to an end with something that is
devoid of value (DV), or harmful (H)?33 There may be an impulse to say
that it can, for there is a use of “good for” on which “x is good for y” and y
is harmful, as in “a climate of prejudice is good for the perpetrators of
genocide.” Clearly, the phrase lacks normative significance. When we
say that “works of art can be good for people,” we have provided a reason
(all things being equal) to preserve and protect the works in question,
and we have offered an explanation of the value of art. But we have
not provided a reason to protect or cultivate prejudice by pointing out
that it conduces to the perpetration of genocide, and we have not ex-
plained the value of prejudice. Proponents of the argument conclude,
I think rightly, that for something to be relationally valuable it must be
“good for” something or someone of value—something whose value can
be explained and understood—a condition that is not met in the case
of genocide, or of people qua perpetrators of genocide. Something can-
not be valuable by being “good for” something worthless or harmful, and
proponents of the argument are right to reject DV and H.

It is worth pausing over the question of what we mean when we
say that prejudice is “good for” the perpetrators of genocide, or that
genocide itself is “good for” them. How should we understand these
statements? Likely we mean that prejudice serves the perpetrators’ pur-
poses—that it gets them what they want—or we mean that genocide is
good from the perpetrators’ “point of view.” By contrast, when we say
that engaging with works of art can be “good for” those who engage with
them, we mean that the work can be enriching—that it can be to their
good, or benefit, and even betterment. Benefit is certainly amenable
to different analyses, and proponents of the argument can remain open
to various options. But it is noteworthy that an analysis of benefit in
terms of what contributes to a person’s goals, whatever those goals may
32. See Velleman, “Self-Termination,” 615.
33. What is devoid of value once was but has ceased to be of value, like a dead battery.

Being devoid of value is different from being neither good nor bad, for value terms apply
to it, and it is different from being harmful, for it is not pernicious. I am grateful to an
anonymous reviewer for asking me to clarify the difference between NGB and DV.
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be, finds few defenders among realists or antirealists (notwithstanding
their other differences). And while some have understood “good for”
in perspectival terms, this reading is rightly rejected by contemporary
theorists.34 Indeed, we may share the late Philippa Foot’s sense that it
strains the concept to say that something like genocide is of benefit to
its perpetrators, that is, that it is for their good to commit genocide.35

Proponents of the argument are interested in “good for” understood as
benefit, a relation in which something does a person some good, makes
them well, and so on. So taken, we should not take it as obvious that geno-
cide is good for its perpetrators.36

D. Infinite Regress

The discussion brings out that each of the nodes in a chain of depen-
dence must be of value for any part of the chain to make sense. Then
the question becomes, valuable in what way? Could the nodes be of value
in the sense that they are good for something or someone else, and so on
ad infinitum? It is something of a reflex to find infinite regresses intol-
erable, though what is amiss is not always fully made out. One problem
with a regress here is that if we are to imagine an infinite chain of depen-
dence between values that is not circular but linear, so that the value of a
node depends on some further node in the chain not yet appealed to,
then there would need to be infinitely many things. And it seems implau-
34. In an early article Philippa Foot, “Utilitarianism and the Virtues,”Mind 93 (1985):
196–209, understands “good for” in terms of point of view, and so understood, the notion is
criticized by Thomas Hurka, “‘Good’ and ‘Good For,’”Mind 96 (1987): 71–73. Against per-
spectival readings of “good for,” see Kraut, What Is Good, chap. 2.

35. Foot writes, “Suppose we think of some really wicked persons such as the serial
killers Frederick and Rosemary West, who did not spare their own children in their career
of abuse and murder. For many years they were able to act out their sexual fantasies free
from detection, and might well have continued to do so right until the end of their natural
lives. What then would it have been right to say about the contribution of those whose be-
havior made this kind of thing possible? Would they have benefited the horrible Wests? It
seems to me that in our natural refusal to say so we glimpse a conceptual truth that does
not usually lie so clearly on the surface.” Foot means the conceptual connection between
faring well and virtue, a connection she thinks is evident in the concept of benefit. Philippa
Foot, Natural Goodness (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 94.

36. Though I doubt that genocide provides such a case, there are complexities in
cases where something is good for one subject but bad for another. In what sense is it true
to say in these cases that what is of benefit to someone is of value—worth bringing about,
etc.? Much turns on how we understand normative significance, and whether we allow that
something can have normative significance while figuring in different ways in the lives of
different people depending on various subjective conditions. Insulin is good for me (to
ingest) because I am diabetic, but it is not good for you (to ingest) since you are not. That
insulin is not good for you (to ingest) does not entail that it lacks practical relevance for
you. Plausibly, it has practical relevance in the minimal but robust sense that you do not
have reason to destroy it, or to prevent me from securing the doses I need.
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sible for the existence of value to depend on there being infinitely many
things.37

E. Circular Structure

Consider, then, a further option (C) on which the dependence between
values has a circular structure. There are at least two ways to conceive of
this:
3

ll use 
(C1). Relational goods are valuable because they can be good for
valuers, and valuers are valuable because they can be good for rela-
tional goods.

(C2). Relational goods are valuable because they can be good for
valuers, and valuers are valuable because they can be good for other
valuers.
C1 may be spelled out in a number of ways (see fig. 4). Valuers may be
valuable because they can prevent (or mitigate or remove) a harm to a
relational value—they can protect an antiquarian manuscript from hu-
midity, or an institution from a bad piece of legislation, and so on. Val-
uers may be valuable because they can make a positive difference to re-
lational values—they can innovate a technique, or conduct an important
study. Valuers may be good for relational values because they can be part
or constitutive of them, as when they are part of a valuable relationship,
or a member of a valuable community. Of course, these explanations
need not exclude one another—we can easily envisage some combina-
tion. Since valuers are here held to be good for relational values, C1 is
different from RP. But just to that extent—since relational values are
good for valuers—C1 is actually a version of C2.

C2 explains the value of valuers in terms of being good for other val-
uers (see fig. 5). Again, there are various options. Valuers may be good
for valuers because they can prevent or mitigate some harm from com-
FIG. 4.—C1.
7. I am most grateful to Brad Weslake for discussion.
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ing to them—as doctors cure their patients, and as parents console a
child. Valuers may be good for other valuers because they can provide
them with a more positive benefit—as healers enhance the well-being
of patients, and as teachers help students to become wise. Valuers may
be good for other valuers because they can be part or constitutive of what
is good for them—as one person is good for another in being her friend.
So according to C2, one valuer is valuable because she can protect, en-
able, or partly constitute the good for another valuer, and that valuer
is valuable because he can protect, contribute to, or partly constitute
the good for her. We can imagine complex forms of interdependence
here, with many different kinds of relationship: that between friends,
neighbors, teachers, students, colleagues, fellow citizens, and so on.

V. THE METAPHYSICAL PRINCIPLE

Would-be proponents of C2 reject the claim that a chain of dependence
must come to an end with something that is good in itself (premises iii
and iv). What is the rationale for thinking that relational value must ter-
minate in nonrelational value? The rationale is a conception of how X
gains its value when X is good for Y and X is of value. Metaphorically
speaking, it is a borrowing conception: X takes its value on loan from
Y, and at the limit, Y cannot itself be a borrower but must have a surfeit
of value; Y must be an arch lender.38 The conception can be formulated
as a principle (hereafter “the metaphysical principle”) to the effect that
when an object, activity, or state of affairs, X, is instrumentally, constitu-
tively, or in some other way good for a valuer V, and X is of value, the
value of X ultimately derives from the nonrelational value of V.

C2 is false if the metaphysical principle is true. But is it? It is instruc-
tive to consider an argument against the principle in a different but re-
lated theoretical context. Earl Conee examines the principle in the con-
FIG. 5.—C2.
38. To my knowledge, the borrowing metaphor can be traced to W. D. Ross, The Right
and the Good, ed. Philip Stratton-Lake (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 75.
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text of Moorean arguments from instrumental to intrinsic value.39 Conee
shares the assumption that what conduces to a worthless end is not of
value: for something to be instrumentally valuable it must conduce to
something worthwhile on the whole. But he denies the implication that
something intrinsically valuable exists, for something can contribute to
what is worthwhile on the whole by preventing some evil, or making
things better:
3
inspir
Intrin
“Intri
Cone
terloc

4
4

can b
in itse
up, n
What
tion o

ll use 
Intuitively put the idea is that it is equally creditable to move the
world upward some amount on the overall value scale from what
would have been, whether or not the change introduces something
better than neutral. . . . An event can have a valuable result, and
thereby gain instrumental value, without taking out any ‘loan’ from
the intrinsic value of another thing. It is enough to keep some evil
from obtaining, or to make things better somehow. Of course this
does not imply that an endless sequence of value dependents is pos-
sible. Rather, it shows that no such series is needed to have instru-
mental value without intrinsic goodness.40
So the event of a person’s taking a pain reliever causes there to be less
suffering in the world. The pain medication has moved things up from
a negative to a neutral value on the scale. What we have is not a great
world, but it is a better world than the one in which there was the pain.
We can understand the value of taking the medicine, but we haven’t
needed to posit intrinsic value. For, Conee contends, whatever else in-
trinsic value is, it is “positive value,” so instrumental value does not entail
intrinsic value.41

Now, for Conee there is a successful regress argument for intrinsic
value. It is an argument from the existence of what he calls “positive
worthwhile value,” value that is more stringent or more “positive” than
what is meritorious on balance. A value is “positively worthwhile” in this
sense if its value remains after its prevention and benefit values have
been subtracted (and those of its causal successors). The argument is
9. Conee engages with an older skeptical literature about intrinsic value that claims
ation from pragmatists like John Dewey. See Gilbert H. Harman, “Toward a Theory of
sic Value,” Journal of Philosophy 64 (1967): 792–804; and esp. Monroe C. Beardsley,
nsic Value,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 26 (1965): 1–17. As we see below,
e’s conclusions are importantly more limited and more qualified than that of his in-
utors.
0. Conee, “Instrumental Value,” 354.
1. Conee puts his conclusion by saying that in a world without intrinsic value there
e no value that is better than neutral. I would rather say that in a world without value
lf there can be no value that is independent of benefit. For a benefit can move things
ot just from bad to neutral but also from a neutral to a positive value on the scale.
matters is that the instrument makes some positive change and that its value is a func-
f relative difference rather than something that is intrinsically valuable.
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that for there to be value of the “positive worthwhile” kind, something
must be intrinsically valuable. Whatever we make of this notion of “pos-
itive value,” the inference may well be right. But this is not the conclu-
sion that proponents of the nonrelational value of valuers are seeking,
for nonrelational value was meant to follow from benefit value—from
personal good.

Conee’s argument purports to show that an outcome need not be
intrinsically valuable for what conduces to it to be of value. To suppose
that it must be is to overlook mitigation and improvement. How might
the Kantian reply? For Conee the event in which a subject is experienc-
ing pain is bad in itself, and the value of removing that pain is a function
of its propensity, all things being equal, to alter the state of the world
from bad to neutral on the scale. Nonconsequentialists will urge that this
way of thinking about the badness of pain loses its relational character:
the sense in which pain is bad because it is “bad for” someone.42 For the
Kantian in particular (in the extended sense that is at issue in this arti-
cle), the state in which a valuer is experiencing pain is bad because it
is bad for the valuer, and the value of removing the pain is a function
of the valuer’s value: their pain matters because they matter. From the
Kantian point of view, Conee’s argument depends on some implausible
assumptions about pain. Can we envisage Conee’s reply in turn? Conee,
whose framework is Moorean in an extended sense, may equally contest
the Kantian conception of the badness of pain on grounds, to adapt Ben-
tham’s adage, that the question is not “Are they of value?” but “Can they
suffer?”43 Some Kantians may accept the implication that the pain of
a sentient being may not be normatively significant. Others may deny
the implication by making the case that all sentient beings are bearers of
value.44

These are lively disputes, but to my mind neither of the objections
regarding pain proves decisive, that is, neither provides grounds for the
other side to give up their starting assumptions; the differences are rather
more axiomatic. For the Moorean, bearers of value are events or states of
affairs, and value is summable, scalar, and so on. For the Kantian, bearers
42. For a critique of the Moorean conception of pain, see Richard Kraut, Against Ab-
solute Goodness (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), chaps. 8 and 9.

43. I am most grateful to an anonymous reviewer for raising Bentham’s reply.
44. They may urge that while all sentient beings are bearers of value (in a sense they

would need to explain), our reasons concerning them are defeasible or limited, e.g., per-
haps we have a duty not to cause pain to a rat, but no duty not to kill it, or no duty not to do
everything we can to keep it alive. Or it may be that because of their tendency to spread
disease, a general duty not to cause harm to sentient beings does not hold in the case of
rats, or in cases where they are in plague proportions, or other circumstances, etc. To that
end, Kantians may appeal to a principle to the effect that “a general right is, therefore, only
a prima facie ground for the existence of a particular right in circumstances to which it
applies.” See Joseph Raz, The Morality of Freedom (Oxford: Clarendon, 1996), 184.
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of value include objects, and value is not by definition quantitative, sca-
lar, to be maximized, and so on.45 The differences are even more pro-
nounced when the comparison ismade with Kant’s own view, since Kant’s
starting point for moral theory is not that of an agent moderating good
and bad states of the world, but of an agent considering the permissi-
bility or requisiteness of willing some action. Tomymind each side should
permit the other their basic foundational assumptions, and the positions
evaluated on their own terms. Taken on its own terms, Conee’s argu-
ment against the inference from instrumental value (understood as
whatever makes things worthwhile on the whole) to intrinsic value is en-
tirely plausible. Conee shows that an outcome need not be intrinsically
valuable for what conduces to it to be of value. To challenge the Kantian
regress argument, Conee’s argument needs to be transposed to a frame-
work in which valuers are permitted to be bearers of value, and in which
the value of what is good for valuers is conditioned by their value. Then
the question is whether a comparable argument can be made against the
inference from the existence of relational goods for valuers to the non-
relational value of valuers, so that from the observation that relational
goods depend for their normative significance on the value of valuers—
an observation made by all parties to the dispute (recall the failure of
DV and H)—it does not follow that valuers are nonrelationally valuable.
Can it be shown that what benefits valuers—whose benefit is good and
reason giving—does not take its credit for doing so on loan from the
value in itself of valuers?

Plausibly, yes. The argument is that it is not inevitable for the value
of what is good for a valuer to be taken on loan from the value in itself of
a valuer because it is enough for the valuer to be of value in the sense
that she can take something bad away, or make things better somehow.
This is the style of proposal that is made on C2. Mary is of value because
she can prevent some harm from coming to her patients, or make things
better for them. In that case what is of benefit to Mary—a good night’s
sleep, a course of study, a research grant—matters because Mary matters
in the sense that she can benefit her patients. The value of what is good
for Mary is not taken on loan from the value in itself of Mary. Must Mary’s
value be taken on loan from the value in itself of her patients? The lesson
of Conee’s argument, relevantly transposed, is that their value need be
no different from Mary’s—it is enough for them to mitigate harms or
to make things better somehow. Must Mary’s value, and Mary’s patients’
value, be taken on loan from something further? Perhaps we picture the
45. On the importance of foundational commitments to Kantians and the sense in
which they are hard-fought, see Elizabeth Anderson, Value in Ethics and Economics (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993); and T. M. Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998), chap. 2, secs. 2 and 3.
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value of valuers as a function of their ability to contribute to (or to be
parts of) something larger than themselves—the public good. But, again,
the lesson of the argument is that it is enough for the public good to be
of value in the sense that it mitigates harms and makes things better for
the public that it serves. This does not imply an infinite chain of depen-
dents, but a structure of mutual dependence.

In sum, for proponents of the regress argument, a chain of depen-
dence between relational values must terminate with something that is
nonrelationally valuable for any of the links to make sense. Why must
it terminate? It must terminate because it is assumed that the value of
a prior node derives from the value of a posterior node and ultimately
from a final node that has a surfeit of value; the prior nodes are empty
of value without it. Relevantly transposed, the argument from Conee
shows that the value of what is good for a valuer need not be taken on
loan from the value in itself of a valuer. It is enough for valuers to be ben-
eficial in the sense that they mitigate harms or make things better. C2 is
not ruled out by the structure of value.

We have learned that the borrowing conception is not inevitable. It
is worth asking whether it is anyway a compelling model for the value of
what is directly good for a valuer. A full discussion of this question would
evidently take us too far afield. But let me say enough about the relation
as I understand it to reinforce doubts about the borrowing conception.
When an object (activity, state, event, etc.) is directly good for a subject, a
certain relationship holds between them; in so many words it is a relation
of benefit, fit, advantage, or suitability. Like “gift,” these are two-place
predicates relating objects and subjects.46 When a work of art is good
for a valuer, we have a work of art, and we have a valuer, and we have a
relation in which the valuer is benefited by the work of art. We might say
that when the work of art and the valuer meet (in the right conditions,
the valuer has not been in the gallery too long, etc.) they partake of a
relation of benefit, with the work as the thing that confers the benefit
and the valuer as the being who receives it. To my mind it looks strained
to say that the value is located in the valuer and borrowed by the work of
art. In that case there is no such thing as relational value; there is just
nonrelational value and what is related to it. I find it more natural to
say that value is the encounter between them—an encounter that is more
familiarly described as being enriched, nourished, nurtured, strength-
ened, enlightened, comforted, and so on. The encounter crucially de-
pends on the character of the relata—on the properties of the work of
art; on the capacities, taste, and so on, of the valuer; and on the value-
bearing status of the valuer. This observation has been thought to force
the conclusion that the locus of the value is the valuer after all, and that
46. See Kraut, What Is Good, 86. See also Kraut, Against Absolute Goodness, 70.
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the value of the valuer must be nonrelational.47 But we have learned that
this conclusion is not inevitable. Among the features of V when X is good
for V and X is normatively significant is an evaluative property, but this
property need not be intrinsic and may itself be relational: V may be
of value in the sense that V takes bad things away or make things better.
The value of the relation is fully conditioned by the character of both
relata, but its value need not “come from” one of the relata whose value
does not come from something. Relational value need not be value that
borrows from nonrelational value, and the model is not obviously ade-
quate to the phenomena.

VI. A REFLEXIVE RELATION

If the argument stands, proponents of the nonrelational value of valuers
must change their strategy: there must be another way of defending the
asymmetry between values and valuers. A natural candidate is premise v:
the value of valuers does not depend on being good for other things.
Now the objection to C2 is that it makes the value of valuers derivative
on something else in a way that is at odds with how valuers should be
treated—as ends in themselves.

Perhaps there are normative grounds for resisting the Kantian ob-
jection. It may be thought that valuers should be valued in view of their
relationships of fellowship and dependency with others. To value valuers
separately from those relationships would be to insist on a false separa-
tion, and perhaps a false image of the self. So it is said that “I am because
we are,” or “a person is a person through other people.”48 But suppose
47. Connie Rosati, “Objectivism and Relational Good,” Social Philosophy and Policy 25
(2008): 314–49, has argued that “the relational complex, X is good for P, does not include
the monadic property good at all. Instead, it includes the relational property is good for P :
it has X and P as relata and is good for as a dyadic relation” (329). In this way, Rosati has
argued that being good for is a genuinely dyadic form of value that is not built out of the mo-
nadic good. However—and here Rosati takes a position that is in line with the Kantians—
Rosati suggests that the value of this relation derives from the value of a person: “the source
of the ‘good-for value’ of any item that is good for a person is its relation to a being with
value” (343). It is not Rosati’s concern to offer a full account of the value of persons, and
shememorably calls this “one of themillion dollar questions in ethics” (340). But I take the
suggestion to be that the value in question is nonrelational. As I understand, what borrows
from the nonrelational value of a person is the relation in which X is good for the person,
so that, strictly speaking, the relation (the encounter, the being benefited, the being en-
riched, etc.) is not where value lies. Instead, the value has its “source” in the nonrelational
value of the person, and the value of the relation derives from it. To that extent, Rosati’s
conception is a borrowing conception.

48. These are ways of parsing the Zulu term “ubuntu.” For discussion of human relat-
edness in contemporary sub-Saharan African philosophy, see Sandy Koullas, “Love, Practi-
cal Reason, and African Philosophy,” in The Routledge Handbook of Love in Philosophy, ed.
Adrienne Martin (New York: Routledge, forthcoming). As an anonymous reviewer for
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we take the point of the Kantian injunction to be that we ought to relate
to valuers independently of what they can do for us. In Raz’s formula-
tion, “To care for someone for their own sake requires recognizing merit
in them independently of their role in our life.”49 I find this normative
claim very plausible. As I would formulate it, we should relate to people
always with a view to their being the center of a life to which they bear a
special relation.

Many readers will be familiar with a Stoic image of how people are
related to one another in terms of a series of concentric circles.50 At the
center is the individual herself, for it is assumed that the closest relation-
ship a person bears is a relationship to herself. In the next circle comes
kin, then neighbors, then fellow citizens, then all of humanity, and then
all beings. The Stoic ideal for interpersonal relationships is to bring
those on the outer circles in, as a person is invited to relate to another
as she relates to herself. This raises a nice question: What is the relation
a person bears to herself ? As a person stands to be good for others by be-
ing her friend or sister or teacher, could she stand to be good for herself ?

Philosophers are not strangers to proposals that are against appear-
ances, or common opinion. After all, we countenance backward causa-
tion, or the robust existence of infinitely many possible worlds—includ-
ing worlds with kangaroos without tails that are forever toppling over.51

If we have not come to expect peals of laughter from the uninitiated,
then perhaps we should. But there can be a lot behind a bold proposal.
Contemporary moral philosophers tend to take the subject matter of
moral philosophy to be—in T. M. Scanlon’s apt phrase—what we owe
to others. But there are older traditions in which ethics also has to do
with our relationship with ourselves. For Kant there is the idea of duties
to ourselves. Though contemporary Kantians can be forgetful or even
embarrassed about the idea of duties to self, it might be regarded as a
strength.52 Since duties to others form a system with duties to ourselves,
without duties to ourselves there is nothing to limit what we owe to oth-
the journal prompted me to recall, the notion of recognition from the German Idealist tra-
dition is relevant here too. Axel Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition: The Moral Grammar of
Social Conflicts (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1992), is an important starting point in con-
temporary discussions.

49. Raz, “Amoralist,” 294.
50. The image is due to Hierocles. See Thomas Taylor, Political Fragments of Archytas,

Charondas, Zaleucus, and Other Ancient Pythagoreans, Preserved by Stobaeus; and also Ethical Frag-
ments of Hierocles (Chiswick, 1822), 106. I am grateful to Katja Vogt for discussion of the im-
age. See Katja Maria Vogt, Law, Reason and the Cosmic City: Political Philosophy in the Early Stoa
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008).

51. On kangaroos, see David Lewis, Counterfactuals (Oxford: Blackwell, 1973). I am
grateful to Stephen Harrop for this reference and for discussion.

52. J. David Velleman, “A Brief Introduction to Kantian Ethics,” in Self to Self (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), is an exception to the trend.
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ers, and the theory gives rise to familiar worries of overdemandingness.53

My own sympathy lies with views not according to which there is a limit to
what we owe to others, but according to which in order to benefit another
we must truly have something to give. In Eastern and Western eudaimo-
nistic traditions our relationship to ourselves is paramount for virtue.
Who is the good person? She is the person who benefits—who genuinely
is of benefit. Who does she benefit? Others, of course, but also, and im-
portantly, herself. She has something to offer another because she is a
master of one—she has knowledge of how to be well in her own life.

The discussion suggests a further way of spelling out a relational ex-
planation of the value of humanity (see fig. 6). It starts from the obser-
vation that we can bear the relation “good for” to ourselves. Relational
goods are valuable because they can be good for valuers, and a valuer
is of value because she can bear a relationship to herself—can be of
benefit to herself. A chain of dependence between relational values
comes to an end with a reflexive relation (R). R may take various forms.
A valuer could be good for herself by preventing or mitigating some
harm from coming to her, and many of the things we do are undertaken
in this spirit—taking vitamins, having exercise regimes, and, in general,
seeing to what is onerous. We do not want to get sick, or have things be
worse later, and so on. In that case we can be good for ourselves not by
making things go well so much as preventing things from going badly.
But a valuer can also benefit herself in a more positive way—by having
a conversation with a friend, or by taking a trip to a museum, or, indeed,
by volunteering for a soup kitchen. There is a familiar argument accord-
ing to which more local ends are undertaken for the sake of more re-
mote ones (having meaningful relationships, taking an interest in cul-
ture and the arts, being a benevolent person) and ultimately for the sake
of a single final end—that of having a well-going life. So at the limit, you
might say, valuers are able to benefit themselves by having ends that are
part or constitutive of a good life. In that case, the proposal is that valuers
are of value because they are able to be good for themselves in the sense
that they are able to lead good lives.

Is the value of a good life foundational on this model? We seem to
face a new regress argument, this time for the special value of a good life.
I just rehearsed part of it: there must be some one thing for the sake of
which we do everything we do, for without it our actions will seem point-
less and vain. Our actions are not pointless and vain, and the thing for
the sake of which all the rest is undertaken is a good life.54 The argument
would establish that the existence of what is instrumentally and intrinsi-
53. See Katja Maria Vogt, “Duties to Others: Demands and Limits,” in Kant’s Ethics of
Virtue, ed. Monika Betzler (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2008), 219–43.

54. The argument is, of course, from Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, sec. 1.2.
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cally good for valuers entails the existence of final value (where what is
finally valuable is a good life). But, as with what is instrumentally and in-
trinsically good for valuers, final value is best taken as a form of relational
value—as good because it is good for them. Aristotle’s regress argument
should not be thought to establish something stronger, namely, that
there must be something that is good in itself, and a good life meets
the criteria. That involves further argument, and it is not on the face
of it plausible. It fails to capture the sense in which a subject bears a spe-
cial relationship to her own life, and it generates the population para-
doxes discussed by Derek Parfit.55 It is better to say that a good life is
of value because, at a minimum, it is good for the valuer whose life it
is.56 In that case, R should be formulated so as to make explicit that val-
uers are good for themselves in the sense that they are able to lead good
lives, where a good life is not foundational but is also explained relation-
ally. Relational goods are of value because they can be good for valuers,
and valuers are of value because they can lead good lives, and good lives
are of value because, at a minimum, they are good for the valuers whose
lives they are. Call this R* (see fig. 7).

Return now to the objection to the initial relational proposal on
which we are of value because we can be good for others—C2. The ob-
jection was that we should value people for themselves and not for what
they can do for another. R* has the advantage over C2 of making the
value of people, if not nonrelational, then nonderivative in the sense
that a person’s value is not a function of being good for someone else.
This makes the value of a person basic in a certain sense. Intuitively
put, a person matters because she matters to herself in a very particular
sort of way. To appropriate a phrase, she is a being for whom her life can
be an issue. In this, R* looks well placed to capture what is at stake in our
FIG. 6.—Reflexive relation.
55. Derek Parfit, Reasons and Persons (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984),
chap. 16.

56. See Joseph Raz, “The Role of Well-Being,” Philosophical Perspectives 18 (2004): 269–
94, 269.
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ways of relating to another. A person has a life to lead, and a good life is
a wonderful thing. How a person’s life goes is something we stand to
impact in our ways of relating to them. Our impact is of significance
to us, and to the people in their life, but perhaps it is most significant
to them—for they are a very particular sort of center of a life.

For proponents of the nonrelational value of valuers, the value of
valuers is metaphysically distinctive—it is unlike the value of what is good
because it can be good for someone. On R*, the value of valuers is meta-
physically continuous with what is good because it can be good for some-
one. The distinctiveness of valuers, and what is owed to valuers, is cap-
tured by the special way that we are able to be good for something,
namely, our lives. The proponent of R* need not deny that valuers can
be valuable in other ways—that our value can also be explained in terms
of being good for others. Indeed, it is likely that we are best for ourselves
by being good for others; R* and C2 should not be sharply separated.
There is sometimes felt to be a deep opposition between morality and
self-care, but the opposition is difficult to understand. Morality can have
to do with our relationship to ourselves, and being good for others is one
of the ways we care for the self.57 Plausibly, participating in the lives of
others—being their friend or teacher or student—and taking on the re-
sponsibilities that are part of those forms of participation are crucial con-
stituents of a person’s own good.58

Questions naturally arise as to whether only people are valuers or
whether other animals can be, and whether all people are valuers. Likely
the answer depends on what it is to be a valuer, and I have said nothing
about that here.59 These questions arise no less for proponents of the re-
FIG. 7.—R*.
57. On the relationship between self-love and care of others, see Harry G. Frankfurt,
“The Dear Self,” Philosophers’ Imprint 1 (2001): 1–14.

58. To my knowledge the best contemporary defense of this ancient contention is
given by Foot, Natural Goodness.

59. I give an account of valuing in Theunissen, Value of Humanity.
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gress argument than for a would-be proponent of R*, so they need not
be addressed in this article. Like proponents of the regress argument, it
is open to proponents of R* to contend that valuers are of value in virtue
of a capacity or potential. It is plausibly an important Kantian insight
that we are to address ourselves to a potential in someone, so that some-
one who damages or neglects their ability to lead a good life will not for-
feit their value.60 There are questions about what it is to have a capacity
or potential, and about the conditions under which that capacity is valu-
able. These questions are important and should be addressed, but the
purpose of this article is more limited. It is to evaluate regress arguments
for the nonrelational value of valuers. I have argued that these argu-
ments fail to secure their conclusion, and R* is offered to soften the
landing—to make a provisional case to the effect that nonrelational
value is not required to capture the idea that we are ends in ourselves.
These further questions, important as they are, can be set aside for this
purpose.

A final clarification is warranted. R* offers a relational explanation
of the value of valuers in terms of a relationship we bear to ourselves. On
the face of it, it bears likeness to Korsgaard’s reformed position on which
valuers are valuable because we confer value on ourselves. But the re-
semblance is superficial. For Korsgaard, the form of relational value at
issue is conferred value, not goodness for someone. And for Korsgaard
a valuer is someone who is capable of conferring value, not of engaging
with (and of being benefited by) relational goods. Korsgaard’s position
is essentially constructivist, while R* is neutral on questions of realism
and antirealism and may be compatible with either. Korsgaard’s argu-
ment for why we must confer value on ourselves is that without doing
so agency is impossible.61 R* makes no such commitment. Korsgaard
states her thesis about the value of valuers as a thesis about how valu-
ers are valued (for themselves, and by themselves). In claiming that val-
uers have a special kind of relational value, R* is a thesis about how
valuers are valuable. Whatever we make of the distinction between valu-
ing and being valuable, arguably Korsgaard herself takes the distinction
60. In that case, since a capacity or potential is best modeled as an intrinsic property,
would the proposal be nonrelational after all? I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer for
raising this question. The short answer is that the proposal would be that valuers are of
value in virtue of a capacity to value (intrinsic property) where that capacity, when exer-
cised, makes valuers good for something of value (relational property), as on the current
suggestion, it makes them good for their lives. A longer answer would involve discussion of
grounding and of the “distinctions in goodness,” discussion I provide in Theunissen, Value
of Humanity.

61. For relevant criticism, see David Enoch, “Agency Shmagency: Why Normativity
Won’t Come from What Is Constitutive of Action,” Philosophical Review 115 (2006): 169–98.
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to be significant.62 A final difference is that R* makes the notion of a
good life central—what it is to be capable of being good for ourselves
is to be able to live well—and that is not a feature of Korsgaard’s pro-
posal. For all these reasons, the positions are distinctly different.

VII. CONCLUSION

For proponents of the regress argument, a chain of dependence be-
tween relational values must terminate with something that is nonrela-
tionally valuable for any of the nodes to be of value. It must terminate
because it is assumed that the value of a prior node derives from the
value of a posterior node and ultimately from a final node that has a sur-
feit of value; the prior nodes are empty of value without it. I adapted an
argument from Earl Conee to show that the value of what is good for a
valuer need not be taken on loan from the value in itself of a valuer. It is
enough for the valuer to be beneficial in the sense that she can mitigate
harms or make things better. I considered several relational explana-
tions and offered considerations in favor of R*. R* captures the sense
in which valuers are of value independently of their role in someone
else’s life—independently of what they can do for us or anyone else. This
is an important dimension of the idea that valuers are ends in them-
selves. The failure of the regress argument for the nonrelational value
of valuers does not leave us without resources to capture what is owed
to valuers. We should relate to valuers in such a way that we show appre-
ciation for their being the center of a life to which they bear a special
relation.
62. Korsgaard famously argued for two distinctions in goodness: “There are, therefore,
twodistinctions in goodness.One is the distinction between things valued for their own sakes
and things valued for the sake of something else. . . . The other is the distinction between
things which have their value in themselves and things which derive their value from some
other source” (“TwoDistinctions inGoodness,” 170). As Langton reads Korsgaard in “Objec-
tive and Unconditioned Value,” 160, the distinctions are between how we value things and
how things are valuable. Tomymind, the distinctions come apart only on condition thatmis-
takes in valuing are being made. But I leave this to one side.
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