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The Western Search for Intrinsic Value

|. Different Kinds of Reasons for Valuing Things

When we value something, we usually value it for some reason. If a person tells
us “I value such-and-such,” it makes sense for us to ask “why?” and we expect
them to tell us their reason for valuing the thing. Moreover, we expect their
reason to indicate something particular about the thing being valued. Is it
explanatory reason or justificarory reason that we expect? I think both. Very often,
we want to know how people came to value the chings that they now value. Is it
their upbringing, survival needs, genes, or peer pressure? Thar is, we lock for
causal explanations for people’s evaluative atritudes. But perhaps just as often, we
also want to know whether, and if so why, people ought to value the things that
they in fact value. Thar s, we want to know whether and why it is right or wrong
for them to value what they value, whether and why it will be better or worse if
they stop valuing what they value. By asking these questions, we are looking for
justifications for people’s evaluative atticudes (or for the abandonment of those
artitudes).’ In chis paper, it is mainly justificatory reasons that we will be talking
about when we talk about reasons for valuing, unless otherwise indicated.

There are two basic distinctions concerning reasons (i.e., justificatory
reasons) for valuing things. The first is the distinction between valuing things for
instrumentad reasons and valuing things for non-instrumental reasons. To value
something for inscrumental reasons is to value it for irs usefulness. For example,
if a farmer values his poulery because it is useful as food or as a source of income,
then he values it for instrumental reasons, he values it instrumentally. By

contrast, to value something for non-instrumental reasons is to value it for
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reasons independenc of its usefulness. For example, if 2 dog owner values her dog
for reasons independent of its usefulness, i.e., if she values the dog even if it is
not useful to her, then she values it for non-instrumental reasons, she values it
non-instrumentally.

The second distinction concerning reasons for valuing things is that between
valuing things for extrinsic reasons and valuing things for intrinsic reasons. To
value something for extrinsic reasons is to value it for its excrinsic’ qualities.
Qualities such as youth, beauty, wealth, various abilities and skills, and even
moral virtues are all extrinsic, in that it is possible for people who have such
qualities to lose them. For example: Young people will become old; beautiful
people might turn plain or ugly by natural or unnarural courses; most of us will
(if we live long enough) lose the abilities and skills that we are proud of having;
even morally virtuous people might become corrupted or embittered, and lose
their virtues.” Suppose someone values a friend for such exerinsic qualities, We
say thac his/her reason for valuing the friend is extrinsic reasons, or, in other
words, that sthe values the friend extrinsically. By contrast, to value somerthing
for intrinsic reasons is to value it for its incrinsic’ qualities, independent of its
extrinsic qualities. Some philosophers argue that a thing’s origin is an intrinsic
quality. For example, X attribuce of being Y’s biological child {i.e., being
biologically originated from Y) is arguably an intrinsic quality of X. Suppose a
mother values her son simply because he is intrinsically her son. That is, she
values him simply because he has the incrinsic quality of being biologically
originated from her. Then, we say thac her reason for valuing the son is intrinsic,
or, in other words, thar she values the son intrinsically,

Given the two distincrions discussed above, there are aleogether four basic
kinds of reasons for which we might value an object:

(1) We might value a thing for instrumental reasons (i.e., for its usefulness).

(2) We might value a thing for non-instrumental reasons (i.e., for reasons
independent of its usefulness).

(3) We might value a thing for extrinsic reasons (i.e., for its extrinsic
qualities).

(4) We mighe value a thing for intrinsic reasons (i.e., for its inerinsic
qualities).

Lee us consider how the four basic kinds of reasons for valuing ¢hings can (or
cannot) be combined. By definition, something is useful if and only if it is an
effective means to deliver some desired or valued ends. Thus, whether something
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is useful depends on (a) whether it is an effective means to some ends, and (b)
whether the ends delivered by it is desired or valued. Since both (a) and (b} are
contingent, usefulness is an extrinsic quality. So, when we value a thing for irs
usefulness, we value it for an extrinsic quality. Valuing instrumencally is
necessarily valuing extrinsically, When we value a thing instrumentally, we are
not valuing it for its intrinsic qualities. By contrast, if we value a thing non-
instrumentally, we mighe either value it for its extrinsic qualities (e.g., beauty,
rarity) or for its intrinsic qualities (e.g., their origins, assuming thar this is an
intrinsic quality). Both extrinsic qualities and intrinsic qualities can be our non-
instrumental reasons for valuing thingg. Accordingly, for anything X, there are
altogether three possible combined ways in which it can be valued:

(1) X can be valued instrumentally (and thereby valued for an extrinsic
quality).

(2) X can be valued non-instrumentally for its extrinsic qualities,

(8) X can be valued non-inscrumentally for its intrinsic qualiries.

Il. Different Kinds of Values

What does the statement “such-and-such /s salue” mean?® We must not confuse
it with another quite different statement: “People value such-and-such.” We
must bear in mind thar the fact that people value a certain thing does not mean
that the thing being valued by them has value. This is because it is possible for
people to wrongly value something, which s actually valueless. So long as we
leave open the possibility that people can make evaluative mistakes, we must
distinguish the above two statements.

Let us go back to the question of whar it means to say that something has
value. I propose the following provisional® definition of the noun “value™:

V. Xhas value if and only if we’ oughe to value X.°

If we accept V as a definition of “value,” then corresponding to the various
combined ways in which of a thing can be valued (see end of Section I above),
we can distinguish the following kinds of value:

V1. X has instrumental value if and only if we ought to value X for its
usefulness.

V2. X has non-instrumental vatue if and only if we ought to value X for
reasons independent of its usefulness,
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V2.1. X has extrinsically non-instrumental value if and only if we ought
to value X for its extrinsic qualities independent of its usefulness.
V2.2. X has intrinsically non-instrumental value if and only if we oughe
to value X for its intrinsic qualities independent of its

9
usefulness.

A useful concept is that of “value-conferring quality.” This refers to qualities
in virtue of which chings have value. To put the definition explicitly: P is a value-
conferring quality if and enly if, for anything that has quality B, it has value
because it has quality B'* Figuratively speaking, it is as if quality P “confers”
value to the things that have quality P Bur this is merely a metaphor. If the
provisional definition V is correct, then something has value if and only if we
(human beings) ought to value it. Thus, to say that P is a value-conferring
quality is equivalent to saying that we ought to value things that have the qualicy
simply because they have the quality. It seems that ultimarely it is we {rather than
the value-adding quality) who “confer” value to things.

Many alleged value-conferring qualities (e.g., beauty, youth, perseverance)
are extrinsic, contingent and non-essential, in that 2 thing that has such qualities
may one day lose them.'' For example, someone may lose his beauty or youth
but still remains himself. However, some value-conferring qualities might be
intrinsic, necessary and essential instead, in chat such qualities are part of the
essence of the ching that has them. Thus, if the thing loses such qualities, it will
not only lose its value, buc it will no longer be itself. For example, some people
might argue that chey will no longer be themselves if they lose cheir minds.

l1l. “Intrinsic Values” and Western Philosophy

The rerm “intrinsic value” (or, equivalenty, “inherent worth”) is very widely used
in Western philosophy, and in particular Western environmental ethics. But the
term has been used by different philosophers in the West to mean slightly
different things. When X is said to have “intrinsic value” (or be “intrinsically
valuable™), that can mean any of the following:

(1) X has a value, such that (a) the value is non-insirumental, or

(2) X has a value, such that (a) the value is non-instrumental, and (b) X has
the value because X has cerrain intrinsic qualiries, or

(3} X has a value, such that (a) the value is non-instrumental, and (b) X has

|
|
!

the value because X has certain intrinsic qualities, and also (¢} the value
is in itself an intrinsic quality of X.

Clearly, “incrinsic value” in sense (3) is a stronger and more demanding
notien than “inherent worth” in sense (2), which, in turn, is a stronger and more
demanding notion than “inherent worth” in sense (1).

What T call “intrinsically non-instrumental value” (see V2.2 in Section II
above} is the same as “intrinsic value” in sense (2). That is, it refers to a value
which is at least (a) non-instrumental and (b) conferred by certain intrinsic
qualities of the thing having that value, but might (or might not) be {c) in itself
an inerinsic quality. In short, the coneept “intrinsically non-instrumental value,”
as I use it, leaves open the question whether a non-instrumental value conferred
to a thing by ies intrinsic qualities is also in itself an intrinsic quality of the
object. However, if we assume an extreme form of rational realism (the claim
that ought-statements, like logical and mathemartical statements, are non-
contingent}, and if we assume V (the proposition that X has value if and only if
X ought to be valued), then “intrinsic value” in sense (2} does entail “intrinsic
value” in sense (3). Here is the argumenc:

A X has value if and only if X ought to be valued. (assumption)

ERR. If an ought-statemenc is true, then it is necessarily true.
{assumption of Extreme Rational Realism)

P1. X has intrinsic value in sense (2).

P2, X hasavalue, such that (a) the value is non-instrumental, and (b)
X has the value because X has certain intrinsic qualities. (= P1)

P3. X ought o be valued non-instrumentally, because it has certain
intrinsic qualities. {from P2 and V)

P4. X necessarily ought to be valued non-instrumentally, because it
has certain incrinsic qualities. {from P3 and EER)
Pa. X necessarily has a non-instrumental value, because X has cercain

intrinsic qualities. (from P4 and V)

P6. X has avalue, such that (a) the value is non-instrumental, and (b)
X has the value because X has certain intrinsic qualities, and
also {c) X necessarily has the value, meaning that the value itself
is a necessary (i.c., intrinsic) quality of X. (= P3)

C. X has intrinsic value in sense (3). (= P6)
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IV. “Intrinsic Values” and Traditional Western Religion

From the perspective of craditional Western religion (which is largely Judaeo-
Christian), all human beings have equal “intrinsic value” in the strongest sense
(i.e., in sense (3) described above). As explained above, this kind of value s not
only non-instrumental and conferred to 2 ching by its intrinsic qualities, but it is
also in itself an intrinsic quality of the thing. This means thar if a thing has such
a value, then it recessarily has such a vatue. It can never lose it, just as it can never
lose its other intrinsic qualities.

We know that people often lose cheir merits, abilities and even their virtues.
We also know that not all people are equal in their abilities and virtues. Some are
more capable than others; some are more virtwous than others. Given these facts
of the human life, what reasons do we have for thinking thar all human beings
have equal intrinsic value, a value which is not only equal for everyone, but is
necessarily guaranteed for every human being forever? If there is a foundation
for such an absolute and enduring value, it seems that the foundation itself must
Also be absolute and enduring. The following is a summary of the traditional
Western religious argument for the view that all human beings have equal
intrinsic value in the strongest sensc. The argument secks to provide exactly this
kind of foundation for the (supposedly) absolute and enduring value of a human

being.

_ God is all-knowing and all-good. {from definition of “God™)

G2. God believes such-and-such if and only if such-and-such is true.
(from G1 and definition of “all knowing”)

3. God loves (i.e., approves of, or values} X if and only if God
believes that X has value. (from G1 and definition of “all-good”n)

G4. X has value if and only if God loves X. (from G2 and G3)”

GS. God unconditionally loves all human beings, in che sense that:

(2) God loves all human beings independently of whether they

are useful or not, and
(b) God loves all human beings for their intrinsic qualitif:s,M and
(&) God necessarily loves all human bf:ings.ls
G6. God’s unconditional love for all human beings is egual.
G7. All human beings have equal unconditional value, in the sense

that:
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all human beings have equal non-inscrumental vatue, and

(b) all human beings have the equal value because they have
certain intrinsic qualities, and

(c) the value in itself a necessary (i.c., intrinsic} quality of human

being. (from G4, G5, and G6)'*

In short, the above argument from G1 o G7 shows that from the traditional
Western religious perspective, all values are generated by God’s love, and that
since God's love for human beings is equal and unconditional, all human beings
have equal and unconditional value—that is, what Western philosophers call
“intrinsic valug” in the strongest sense of the term.

Historically, Western morality has a religious basis. As we have just seem,
God’s love, approval and command are tradicionally the sousce and foundation
of values and muorality. That explains why even nowadays in the West “moral
value” is still often taken to be unconditional (i.e., not only non-instrumental
and conferred by intrinsic qualities, but also necessary). The idea that you are not
really loved or valued unless you are loved or valued unconditionally s quite
common and tempting. In short, when similar moral notions such as “moral
value,” “intrinsic value,” “inherent worth,” “human dignity” and “universal
human righes” are used in the strongest sense to mean “ynconditional value,”
they are the eshical parallels of the religious notion “God’s unconditional love.”
The idea that all human beings have equal moral value, I believe, originated
from the traditional Western religious doctrine that God loves alf human beings
equally. Likewise, che idea of all human beings having an unconditional,
necessary and guaranteed value evolved from the traditional Western religious
docerine that God loves all human beings unconditionally.

When secular philosophers from the West argue that a thing has o geniine
value unless it has value in the strongest, unconditional sense, a reasonable
suspicion is that they are trying to save keep the full ethical implications and
contents of “God’s unconditional love” even though they have long given up
their belief in God’s existence; that they want to hold on to the ethics of their
craditional religion even though they have given up its theology. However, that
will not do. As we have seen, “God” is the whole source and foundation of the
necessity imbedded in the notion “moral value” in its strongest, unconditional
sense. Without a necessarily existing God who necessarily loves us, we cannot

17
have necessary value.
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So far, we have discussed different concepts of “value” in raditional Western
religion and philosophy, and also how they relate to each other. To summarize,
we have differentiated three kinds of value (one of which can be further divided
into two):

V1. X has instrumental value if and only if X ought to be valued for its
usefulness.

V2. X has non-instrumental value if and only if X ought to be valued for
reasons independent of its usefulness.

V2.1, X has extrinsically non-instrumental value (i.e., “intrinsic value”
in sense {1)) if and only if X ought to be valued for its extrinsic
qualities, independent of its usefulness.

V2.2, X has imtrinsically non-instrumental valne (L.e., “intrinsic value”
in sense (2)) if and only if X ought to be valued for its intrinsic
qualities, independent of its usefulness.

V3

X has unconditional value {i.c., “intrinsic value” in sense (3)) if and only
if X ought to be valued unconditionally meaning that X necessarily
ought to be valued for its intrinsic qualities, independent of ics
usefulness.

V. “Intrinsic Values” and Environmental Ethics

The term “intrinsic value” has considerable importance in Western moral
philosophy, particularly in environmental ethics. However, as we have seen, the
term {or its equivalence, such as “inherent worth,” “moral value”) is ambiguous.
Sometimes che term is used to mean (V2) “nen-instrumental value,” without
being made clear whether the non-instrumental value is conferred by extrinsic
qualities (as in the case of V2.1) or by intrinsic qualities (as in the case of V2.2).
But sometime the term “intrinsic value” is used to mean (V3) “unconditional
value” as well. So, it is very important that when we discuss or argue about
whether a certain thing has intrinsic value, we must first make clear in what
sense we are using the term.

One of the central ambitions of environmental ethics in the first two
decades of its development has been to provide rational arguments for assigning
intrinsic value to the narural environment and/or its various inhabitants—which,
if successful, imply a direct moral responsibility on the part of human moral
agents towards those objects. The following is a diagram showing the many

o
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different ways in which Western environmental philosophers have tried to
. . .18
attribute intrinsic value to things other than human beings.

{Rationalist) Anthropocentrism
altributes intrinsic value to ali
rational beings.

(Blological) Anthropocentrism
atiributes intrinsic vafue to all
members of Homa Sapiens.

‘Tom Raegan's deontology
altributes intrnsic value to all
subjects-af-a-ife.

Peter Singer’'s utititarlanism
attributes intrinsic value 1o all
sentientfconscions beings.

Paul Taylor's biocentrism
attributes intrinsic value (o al
livieg individuals,

individual entities

J. Baird Callicott's holism
attributes infrinsic value to all
halistic ecologicat entitics.

Andrew Br . Robert Elliot,
Eric Katz 2l allibute intrinsic
value 10 &l narural things.

Compared with the anthropocentric (i.e., human-centred) justification for
environmental conservation (briefly, the idea thar even though only human
beings have intrinsic value, moral agents should still protect the non-human
natural environment because it is instrumentally valuable for human beings), the
idea that non-human nature is intrinsically valuable is seen by many environ-
mental philosophers as a more resolute moral ground for the environmental
Mmovement,

Just as some people believe that God loves all his creations, some
environmental philosophers (e.g., Holmes Rolston 11} argue that 2ll natural
things (whether they are human or not, rational or not, sentient or not, living or
not, individuals or holistic) have intrinsic value. The claim that all natural things
have intrinsic value, [ believe, is best understood as coming from the religious
idea thar God loves everything created by him, and therefore that it is best
defended by the following argument (which is very similar to the traditional
argument for atriburing intrinsic value to all human beings):
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r Gl. God is all-knowing and all-good.
G2. God believes such-and-such if and only if such-and-such is true.
{from (31}
G3. God loves X if and only if God believes that X has value. {from
Gl
G4. X has value if and only if God loves X. (from G2 and G3)
G5*. God unconditionally loves all his creations, in the sense thar:
(a) God loves all his creations independently of whether they are
useful or not, and
{(b) God loves all his creations for their intrinsic qualities,w and
{(c) God necessarily loves all his creations.™
G6*, God’s uncondirional love for all his creations is equal.
G7*. All of God’s creations have equal unconditional value, in the sense
thar:
{a) all of God’s crearions have equal non-instrumental value, and
{b) all of God’s creations have the equal value because they have
certain intrinsic qualities, and
(<) the value in irself a necessary {i.e., intrinsic) quality of human
being. (from G4, G5*, and G6%)”
G8.  All natural things are God's creations.
G9. All natural things have equal unconditional value, i.e. “intrinsic
value” in sense (3). (from G7* and G8)
Furthermore, '
G10. God instrumentally loves 4/ his creations.”
G11. All patural chings have instrumental value (from G4, G8, and
G10).

What else other than God (who is supposedly all-powerful, all-knowing, all-
good, and necessarily existing) can generate value for ##/ natural things? Human
agents discriminate when they value. They seldom value everyone and
everything—whether instrumentally or non-instrumentally. But God is different.
God is supposed to love all his creations! Just as the idea of universal human
rights is best understood as originated from the idea of God’s universal love for
all human beings, universal moral value for all natural things is best understood
as coming from the idea that God loves all his creations.

If the challenge of secular moral philosophy has been to provide non-

religious reasons for taking human beings as intrinsically valuable and for human
beings 1o act morally towards each other, then the challenge of secular non-
anthropocentric environmental ethics is to provide non-religious reasons for
taking {at least some if not all) non-human things in nature as intrinsically
valuable, and for human beings to act charitably towards them. I end the paper
by posing two relevant and interesting questions:

{1) Can environmental ethics in China (which does not waditionally
subscribe to Western Judaeo-Christian religion) make sense of the
rather radical environmentalist view that all natural things have
intrinsic value?

(2) Does environmental ethics in China need to make sense of that view?

Notes

1. Whether it is explanatory or justificatory reasons that are being discussed, there
seems to be times when reasons “run out,” that is, times when it is reasonable to be
satished with the answer “T value such-and-such simply because it is such-and-such.”
Exurinsic qualities are contingent and non-essencial.

See, for example, Shakespeare’s Othello.

Inerinsic qualities are necessary and essential.

Vo W

The two phrases “has value™ and “is valuable” are often used interchangeably by

philosophers. I shall follow this convention.

6. Visa “provisional” definition because it defines “value” in rerms of “ought,” without
telling us what the term “ought” means. So, V will remain a provisional definition of
“value” until we can supplement a definicion of “ought.” Bur this goes out of the
scope of this paper. For a discussion of the meaning of “ought,” see my article
“Making and Finding Values in Nature: From a Humean Point of View,” Inquiry 49
(2006): 123-147.

7.  Who does this “we” refer to? If “we” refers to all typical human beings, then V is a
definition of “universal value.” If “we” refers to some (but not all) typical human
beings, then V is a definition of “relative value.”

8. The parallel definition of “disvalue” is that X has disvalue if and only if we ought to
disvalue it. Any two things that have exactly the same ser of value-conferring
qualities and disvaluing-conferring qualities also have exactly the same (amount
and kinds of) value and disvalue conferred to them. In other words, the value
and disvalue of things supervenes on their value-conferring and their disvalue-
conferring qualities, respectively.
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10.

11.
12.
13.

14.
15.

16,

17.

18.

19.
20.
2L
22.

If no individuals (but only types} have intrinsic qualities, then no individuals (but
only types) can have value in the sense (2) (i.e., intrinsically non-instrumental value).
Those who deny individuals essence bur want to artribute moral value (or its
equivalents) to individuals should adopt a less demanding notion of moral value.
They might construe the moral value of individuals as whae we have called
“extrinsically non-instrumental value” (i.e., non-instrumental value conferred by
extrinsic qualities). This might also explain why some philosophers think that
particulars are not as valuable as universals.

Similarly, we can define “disvalue-conferring qualities” in the following way: P is a
disvatue-conferring qualicy if and only if for anything that has quality B the thing
has a disvalue because it has quality P.

I mean that a thing which has those qualities might lose them but withour lesing its
identicy. That is, the thing may lose those qualities but still remains iself.

The idea here is Aristotelian: The virtuous person not only knows the good but loves
the good. It follows that a good person at least loves what she believes to be good.
G4 is the traditional religious metaethical analysis of “value.”

For example, their origin, that is, their intrinsic quality of being created by God.
Why necessarily? Because Ged’s love for human beings is so unconditional, such that
it is independent of all contingent features in the universe, which means that God's
love for human beings is necessary.

A hidden assumption here is the religious doctrine that God necessarily exists.
Withour this assumption, there will be some possible worlds in which God does not
exist, and therefore possible worlds in which human beings are not loved by God,
and therefore possible worlds in which human beings have no value. Thus, there will
be no guarantee that human beings have necessery value.

Some secular Western philosophers have tried to replace “God” with various versions
of “ideal agents” (e.g., fully rational agents). But unless such ideal agencs necessarily
exist, they cannot deliver the same kind of necessary moral value that has been
uraditional delivered by “God.” Such ideal agents cannot guarantee that human
beings have moral value in every possible world where they exise.

For further details, see Andrew Brennan and Y. S. Lo, “Environmental Ethics,” The
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosephy (Fall 2008 edition), ed. E. N. Zalta, <http://plaro.
stanford.edu/archives/fall2008/entries/ethics-environmental/>

See n. 14 above.

See n. 15 above,

See n. 16 above.

This is because God has assigned some purpose for every one of his creations.
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