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1. Introduction

You are the kind of entity for whom things can be good or bad. This is one of
the most important facts about you. It provides you with the grounds for taking a
passionate interest in your own life, for you are deeply concerned that things should
go well for you. Presumably, you also want to do well, but that may be in part
because you think that doing well is good for you, and that your life would be
impoverished if you did not." But even if your interest in doing well is completely
independent of any reference to your own condition, it probably depends on the
thought that there are other entities, entities who are dependent upon you or
affected by you, for whom things can be good or bad. It is only because there are
entities like you, entities for whom things can be good or bad, that anything is
important at all. If there were no entities for whom things can be good or bad,
nothing would matter.

What | have just said may sound rather obvious, but in fact, it is very
controversial. Many philosophers believe that things can be good or bad, without
being good or bad for anyone or anything in particular. They think, for instance, that

the world is a better place if it is full of happy people and animals than if it has no

! Actually, it follows from the view | defend in this paper that it is necessarily true that doing well is
good for you, or at least that you cannot achieve your good without doing well. See section
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inhabitants at all, or only miserable ones. Or they think that it is better if wealth is
distributed more equally than if some people are very rich and some very poor. If
things like these are true, you might suppose, then there must be what are
sometimes called “impersonal” goods. Then you will probably think it is important
that such goods should be realized, even though there is no one for whom they are
good.

What | have just said may seem puzzling. Isn’t it better if the world is full of
happy people and animals, because it is better for those people and animals? And
isn’t it better if wealth is distributed equally, because it is better for the people who
would otherwise be poor? The trouble with the first of those claims - that the world
is better if it is full of happy people and animals - is that it is unclear that the world
would be the worse for those people and animals, if they did not exist at all. Are all of
the people and animals who never existed, and never will, in an unfortunate
condition? Is that a bad thing for them? What a miserable place the world must be, if
that is the case! But surely, you will reply, it is better if the world is full of happy
people and animals than of miserable ones? But for whom is it better? If we are
comparing two worlds containing the same inhabitants, in one of which those
inhabitants are miserable and in one of which they are happy, the second world is
clearly better for them. But suppose we are not comparing two worlds with the
same inhabitants. If you are miserable, would it better for you if you were replaced by

someone who is not? As for the second claim, of course it is better for the people
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who would otherwise be poor if wealth were distributed more equally. But by the
same token, it would be worse for the people who would otherwise be rich.?

It seems, then, difficult to explain why we are tempted to think that a world
full of happiness is better than a world full of misery, or that equitable distributions
of wealth are better than lopsided ones, if we hang on to the intuition that things are
only good or bad because they are good or bad for someone. On the other hand, it
seems strange to suppose that these things matter, if there is no one to whom they
matter.

There is another problem as well. Suppose things are good or bad
independently of any entities for whom they are good or bad: that is, suppose that
the notion of ‘good’ is conceptually prior to the notion of ‘good-for’.> Then what
does it mean to be an entity for whom things can be good or bad? Presumably, it
means that you stand in some important relation to the goodness or badness of

certain things, but what relation, exactly, is it? It cannot be simply that you know

*This may be false, of course: it may be better for each and every one of us to live in a world where
wealth is more equally distributed. Being wealthier than others may corrupt your character so that you
are less capable of genuine happiness, for instance. But in that case equal distributions would be
better for individuals, and the example would not, after all, pose a challenge to the idea that things
must be good or bad for someone.

3> Many people seem to think that there are both personal and impersonal goods, and that there is no
conceptual priority relation between them. | think this is a non-starter. Why do we call them both by
the same name? Is it because it is impersonally good that the personal goods should be realized? If
that is not always so — and presumably, it would not be - then why do we call the personal goods
“good” in those cases where it is not?> One might adopt what Tim Scanlon calls a buck-passing theory
of the good, and then try to argue that whether the good is personal or not depends on whether the
reasons are personal or not. But in my view, the question what it means to “have” a reason gives rise
to problems that are similar to the question what it means to “have” a good. (For some relevant
materials, see “Valuing Our Humanity,” §11). Later | will explain why | think “having a good” is prior to
the existence of “goods.” If as | believe you have a reason when you have made something your
maxim, then the condition of “having a reason” is also prior to the existence of “reasons.”
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about these goods and evils, or perceive them, or appreciate their good or bad
character. For even if the poor are very generous-minded, and are glad to think of the
happy condition of the rich, they seem to stand in a different relation to the happy
condition of the rich than the rich themselves do.

In order for something to be good for a certain person, you will want to reply,
he has to be the one who has it. But that just raises the same question again. What
relation are we talking about, when we talk about this “having”?* The strange fact
that we talk about moral matters in terms borrowed from economics - “value,”
“obligation,” “owes,” and so on — may lull us into supposing that we have some clear
notion of ownership to work with in this case. But the notion of property-ownership
will not help us out here, for to say that something is your property is to say that you
may use it or enjoy it and that no one else may use it or enjoy it without your
permission. But this is not what we mean when we say that your happiness is your
own good. For even though the happiness of the rich is the good of the rich and not
of the poor, the generous-minded among the poor are certainly free to enjoy the
happiness of the rich if they can, and do not need the rich’s permission for that.

There is a question, then, about what it means to have a good - to be the kind
of being for whom things can be good or bad. There is also a question about which
things can be the kind of entity for whom things can be good or bad. After all, one

way out of the dilemmas I've just been discussing would be to suppose that

4 See Christine M. Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity (Cambridge, 1996), §4.3.3, pp. 146-147.
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something like “containing happy people and animals” could be good for the
universe itself, or, perhaps more plausibly, that equitable distributions could be good
for the community. But if this way out of the dilemma does not work, or if it does not
seem to correctly capture our reasons for favoring those things, then there are also
questions about what, if anything, does explain why we favor those things. These are
the questions | will investigate in this paper: questions about what it means to have a
good, what kinds of entities can have one, and how we can explain those cases in
which things seem to be good or bad without being good or bad for anyone in

particular.

2. Why Having a Good Must Be Prior to Good

| will begin from the question what it means to be the kind of entity for whom
things can be good or bad. Essentially there are two possible views about this; in
this section | will consider the first (I’ve sketched the second one on the handout for
orientation). The first view, which | have already mentioned and cast some doubt on,
holds that some things are good or bad independently of their goodness or badness
for anyone or anything in particular. Then to be the kind of entity for whom things
can be good or bad is to be capable of standing in some particular relation to certain
good or bad things. Focusing on aesthetic cases can make this option initially seem
tempting. La Traviata or Van Gogh’s Starry Night or the Taj Mahal are good things,

and to be the kind of entity for whom things can be good or bad is to be the kind of
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entity who is capable of appreciating exactly that fact about them. Because you are
capable of appreciating aesthetic value, exposure to beauty to is good for you, while
having ugliness thrust upon you is bad. Because rabbits and squirrels are not capable
of appreciating aesthetic value, or anyway not of the kind in question, operas and
paintings and architectural masterpieces are nothing to them. The rabbit can
appreciate the flavor and texture of a carrot, or the squirrel that of a nut, so these
things kinds of things can be good for such creatures. But isn’t the experience of
appreciation or enjoyment itself also a good thing for the creature who is capable of
it> After all, isn’t it better to enjoy than to suffer, or to appreciate than to be
repulsed? But is that because a creature who is capable of appreciating things is also
capable of appreciating his own appreciation, or enjoying his own enjoyment? But
then are these second-order appreciations and enjoyments also good for the
creature, and if so, what makes them so? There is clearly no point in starting off on
that endless regress. But that leaves us stuck where we were: if the capacity to
appreciate or enjoy something is what makes it good for you, what makes
appreciation and enjoyment themselves good for you?

We can see a pattern here. Many people find it natural to suppose that what
makes something good for you is that it makes you happy. But they also suppose
that your own happiness is a good thing for you. For it is surely better for you to be
happy than sad. |Is that because being happy makes you happy? This little

conundrum may be what drives people to the ownership theory that | mentioned
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earlier: happiness, they say, is a good thing in itself, and what makes a bit of
happiness good for you is that it is yours.

But, as | argued before, we then need to explicate what it means to say that
the happiness is yours. What relation is that? As | said before, it is not the ordinary
ownership relation, the relation of standing in normative control over the use of a
thing. It also seems odd to analogize happiness to property for other reasons. Could
there be unowned bits of happiness lying around, the way there were once unowned
bits of real estate?® Following John Locke, shall we say that you may lay claim to a
piece of happiness, only if you make sure you leave enough and as good for others?°
From a moral point of view, it might be pleasant to believe that, but declining a piece
of happiness is not a way of ensuring that it is there for someone else.” All happiness
is someone’s happiness: the idea of happiness is an inherently relational idea. To say
that your happiness is yours is not to say that you stand in a special relation to some
piece of happiness that would otherwise be free-floating or belong to someone else.

And if happiness is the good, that means that to say that something is good for you is

> I've worded it this way because, strictly speaking, there is no property that is not someone’s property
any more than there is happiness that is not someone’s happiness. Property is a relational notion. But
it does in a sense name a relation between two independently existing things.

¢ John Locke, Second Treatise of Government, Chapter V, paragraph 33, p. 21.

7 Declining some thing that would make you happy can be a way of ensuring that it is there for
someone else, of course, and if it would make that other person happy then this is a case where you
can trade in your happiness to secure that of someone else. But that really is a very different point: it
does not show that happiness is a good thing in itself like a piece of property that becomes good for
you when you claim it for your own.
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not to say that you stand in a special relationship to something good that would
otherwise be free-floating, or belong to someone else.

Now of course some people assert, and some deny, that happiness is the
good. If this debate is about anything, the term “happiness” must refer to something
more specific than just whatever is good for someone. Many people think it refers in
particular to the quality of our experiences, and has something to do with their being
pleasant rather than painful. Then people who deny that happiness is the good are
protesting against the idea that all that matters is the quality of our experiences,
while the people who think happiness is the good are convinced that unless we
experience something, at least indirectly, it can have no impact on us whatever.

But we do not need to enter this familiar debate, for everything | said before
about happiness can be said about pleasure. We can claim that what makes
something good for you is that it provides you with pleasant experiences. But that
cannot be what makes pleasant experiences themselves good for you. That little
conundrum may drive us into an ownership theory of pleasure: pleasure is a good
thing, and what makes it good for you is that it is yours. But then again, we have to
ask what the ownership consists in. Here the tempting answer will be that you are
the one who experiences it. But again, it is not as if there is some unexperienced

pleasure lying around, and being the one who experiences it is laying some sort of a
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claim to it.® All pleasure is someone’s pleasure: the idea of pleasure is an inherently
relational idea. To say that your pleasure is yours is not to say that you stand in a
special relation to some piece of pleasure. If pleasure were the good, that would
mean that to say that something is good for you is not to say that you stand in a
special relationship to something good. While we are at it, experience is relational
too: so to say that you are the one who has a certain experience is not to say that
there is some experience to which you stand in a special relation. So what makes
something your good cannot be that you are the one who experiences it.

| have been arguing that to say that something is your good cannot be to say
that there is some good to which you stand in a special relation, a relation at which
we gesture by saying that you are the one who “has” that good. | can imagine
someone thinking that he can show that this form of argument must be wrong. Take
the following comparison: If Aristotle is right in arguing that a dead hand is not really
a hand at all, then every real hand must be someone’s hand.® Yet, surely, we can still
say that what makes something your hand is that you are the one who has it? But,
no, actually we cannot, for there is still the problem of what the right kind of

“having” consists in. | could imagine all kinds of macabre ways in which you could

®If someone thanks you for doing something, and you reply, “the pleasure is all mine,” you are not
saying something crassly selfish.

% Aristotle, Metaphysics Zeta 10 1035b23-25: “for it is not a finger in any state that is the finger of a living
thing, but a dead finger is a finger only homonymously.” Politics 1.2 1253a20-25: “if the whole body be
destroyed, there will be no foot or hand, except homonymously, as we might speak of a stone hand;
for when destroyed the hand will be no better than that.”
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“have” a hand that would not make it yours in the sense we want here. Only when
we hit on the right relation - the right kind of ‘having’ — would the hand really be, by
Aristotle’s criterion, a hand at all. " What this shows is that the condition of “having
a hand” is prior to the hand itself. So the important point here is not merely that
everything that is good must be someone’s good: it is that everything that is good
must be related to someone in a particular way before it can really be something
good at all. That shows that the condition of “having a good” is prior to the good
itself. That is why | am claiming that someone’s being in a condition of having a

good, or something’s being good for someone, is prior to the good itself.

3. Two Senses of Good for You

| started from the claim that there are two possible views about what it is to
be an entity who has a good. The first holds that some things are good or bad
independently of their goodness or badness for anyone or anything in particular, and
that to be the kind of entity for whom things can be good or bad is to be capable of
standing in some particular relation to those good and bad things. We have now
seen what is wrong with that theory. This brings us to the other view, which is that
the notion of good-for is more fundamental than the notion of good, and that for
something to be good is essentially for it to be related to someone in a particular

way.

'° “For it is not a hand in any state that is a part of man, but the hand which can fulfill its work, which
therefore must be alive; if it is not alive, it is not a part.” Aristotle, Metaphysics Zeta 10, 1036b 30-32.

_10_
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But before | can say what that particular way is, | need to distinguish two
apparently different things we might mean when we say that something is good for
someone. Suppose Alfred and Bertrand are competing for a position, and Alfred gets
it. That, we say, is good for Alfred, but bad for Bertrand. To be clear here, | am not
imagining that the position is one that Alfred and Bertrand want just because, say, it
carries a salary. I’m imagining it as a coveted position, one in which a person might
engage in worthwhile activity and distinguish himself at the same time, a position
that might be the basis of a good life. When we use “good for Alfred” in this kind of
case, we are using it in the way | have been using it up until now in this paper. We
mean that getting the position will be a source of pleasure for Alfred or will make him
happy, or that it is part of things going well for him, or that it is part of what makes
his life a good one for him. We mean to put Alfred’s getting the position in the same
category of things in which hedonists put pleasure and eudaimonists put happiness,
the category of things that are good for their own sake or things that constitute such
goods or contribute to them. To say that things are good in this sense is to mark
their relation to things we might decide to go for for their own sakes. So although
the term isn’t perfect for my purposes, | am going to call this the “final” sense of

“good for.”"

" This turns out to be a slightly misleading name, since it turns out that both ends and means can be
good in the way that | am trying to identify here. In the context of the argument of this paper, it is
tempting to call this sense “personal” good. But the way people ordinarily use that term does not
exactly mark the distinction | am trying to mark here; both what | will ultimately call “functional
goods” and “final goods” might be personal. Another problem is according to my interpretation of
Kant’s Formula of Humanity, choosing to act so as to achieve what you see as good for yourself or

_11_
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On the other hand, when Alfred’s mother informs him that broccoli is good
for him, she does not mean to put broccoli in the same category in which hedonists
put pleasure and eudaimonists put happiness. She does not mean that eating
broccoli is part of the human good in the way that aesthetic experiences, happy
marriages, and lives full of accomplishment and pleasure are part of the human good.
She does not mean that either broccoli itself, or eating broccoli, is a final good. It is
possible that that is true, | suppose, but nevertheless, it is not what she means. She
means, more or less, that broccoli is healthy, and that it will make Alfred healthy. |
am going to call this, for now anyway, the “motherly” sense of good-for, as opposed
to the final sense.

Now you may be tempted to think that the difference here is just a matter of
degree, a question of how directly the thing benefits Alfred. Actually, there are two
ways to hold this view. A crude sort of hedonist thinks that pleasure, thought of as
some particular kind of sensation, is the final good, and everything else is related to
that final good causally. In that case everything but pleasure itself is instrumental to
the final good, and the difference of degree in question here is a matter of
instrumental or causal distance. Eating broccoli causes you to be healthy which

makes you capable of engaging in certain other activities which in turn cause the

good from your point of view involves claiming a certain kind of impersonal, or more properly
speaking interpersonal, value for it, so that this kind of good does not, so to speak, stay personal for
long. (refs to “Kant’s Formula of Humanity” “Valuing Our Humanity” maybe the Hart Lecture bit about
the fundamental moral claim.) In any case, | called what is more or less this sense “final” in both “The
Origin of the Good and Our Animal Nature” and “The Relational Nature of the Good,” so | will continue
to do so here.

_12_
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sensation of pleasure. A less crude hedonist, however, might think that the
relationship between pleasure and activity is not one in which the activity causes a
certain sensation, but one in which the pleasure is somehow a characteristic of the
activities themselves.” Even so, this less crude hedonist might think that the
difference between the way in which the pleasurable activities are good for you and
the way in which broccoli is good for you is a matter of the directness of the benefit.
Dancing a waltz with a handsome partner is the sort of thing that constitutes the
good for you directly, while eating broccoli is good for you too but less directly: it
promotes your health, which equips you for enjoying such activities as dancing
waltzes with handsome partners, as well of course as helping you to ward off pain.

But there are two problems with the idea that what we have here is simply a
difference of degree in the directness of the benefit. The first is that the kinds of
theories that make this way of thinking seem natural are exactly the ones that landed
us in the quagmire we have just left behind: they leave nothing for the claim that
pleasure or pleasurable activities or happiness are themselves good for you to mean.
On this theory, we would have to identify a final good as the thing that is most
directly related to — well, to what? - to your final good, of course — and so we’d get
stuck in a circle.

So let’s grant that the difference between saying that getting the job is good

for Alfred in the final sense and saying that broccoli is good for Alfred in the motherly

" Aristotle
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sense is not just a matter of how directly the thing in question benefits Alfred. What
then is the difference? You might be tempted to say that even though we have not
yet figured out quite what we mean when we say that something is good for Alfred
in the final sense, it is still clear enough what we mean when we say that something is
good for Alfred in the motherly sense. We mean that it is instrumental - that it
promotes some final good. That is what Alfred’s mother is saying about eating
broccoli.

| don’t think that is right, however, and this brings me to the second problem.
According to the theory on offer, eating broccoli promotes Alfred’s health, and
Alfred’s health in turn promotes his ability to engage in the kinds of activities that
somehow directly constitute his final good. Keep in mind that the question is not
merely whether all of that is true, but rather, whether that is what Alfred’s mother is
saying when she says that broccoli is good for him. That’s what doesn’t seem right to
me. For suppose that Alfred’s lover has left him to take up with Bertrand, and Alfred
is feeling suicidal. ‘“Eat your broccoli,” his mother urges. “It’s good for you.”
According to the theory on offer, Alfred should say, “No, it isn’t. Since all | want to
do is die, the benefits of eating broccoli are completely irrelevant to me, or maybe
even bad, since they will tend to keep me alive.” But of course, that’s not what
Alfred actually going to say. What he actually is going to say is, “Yes, but | don’t

care.”
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Perhaps you think this is just because Alfred is not sufficiently reflective, and
the use of the phrase “good for you” to mean something like “promotes your
health” is so well established, idiomatically, that he fails to question the suitability of
the claim to his own case. A more philosophical Alfred would say the first thing: that
his mother has made a wrong calculation about what will benefit him. But in my view
the second Alfred, the more likely Alfred, has got it right. Alfred is not explaining to
his mother that she has made an error in calculation. He is declaring that, being in
despair, he does not care about himself, and so not care about what is good for him.
“Good for you” in the motherly sense of “Broccoli is good for you” does mean
something like “promotes your health,” not something like “promotes your final
good.”

The only problem is that “promotes your health” is a little too specific, even
for the motherly use of the phrase. For one thing, even in the motherly sense, we
often generalize the idea to include psychological health, as when we say, “It is
precisely because you are so depressed that it would be good for you to get out and
see people more.” Even in the motherly sense, we sometimes generalize the idea
even further to include moral and spiritual health, as when we say, for instance, “You
have been so successful that it is really good for you to be taken down a peg now and
then.”

But the problem is not merely that the proposed definition of the motherly

sense of “good for you” as “promotes your health” might be taken to be limited to
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physical health. It is also that — or so | claim — we can use the phrase in the motherly
sense to talk about things that are not good by way of promoting, or at least not
merely by way of promoting, anything at all. This point is a little harder to motivate,
but let me give it a try. For one thing, | think that we sometimes say, in the same
spirit as Alfred’s mother, that it is good for people to enjoy themselves sometimes, or
to contemplate natural beauty, or to go to museums to appreciate art or to learn
something about the world they live in. These things are not mere means that
promote some other state.

Well, you may reply, that is no problem. Many things are both means and
ends. When we say that these things are good for people in the same spirit in which
Alfred’s mother says that broccoli is good for Alfred, we mean that they promote
people’s psychological, moral, and spiritual health, and so are means. But when we
say that they are good for people in the spirit in which we said that it was good for
Alfred but bad for Bertrand that Alfred got the position, we mean they are also ends.
The motherly use of good-for applies to the means to various kinds of health, while
the final use of good-for applies to ends, which, as it happens, sometimes coincide
with the means to various kinds of health.

But | don’t think it’s quite that simple. For consider that in the resulting story,
it is good for people to enjoy themselves sometimes, contemplate natural beauty, go
to museums to appreciate art and learn something about the world they live in, so

that they achieve a state we call “health,” which in turn promotes their ability to
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enjoy themselves sometimes, contemplate natural beauty, and go to museums to
appreciate art or learn something about the world they live in. What sort of a merry-
go-round, you might ask, are we on here?

The answer, of course, is that it is the same sort of merry-go-round that the
classical Greek philosophers, at least Plato and Aristotle, thought we were on with
respect to the moral virtues. What the practice of moral virtue makes us capable of,
according to Plato and Aristotle, is virtuous activity itself. In fact for this very reason,
Plato and Aristotle frequently compared moral virtue to health.

This comparison will help us to see that the problem rests in the
characterization of health as a means. In The Practice of Value, Joseph Raz suggests
at one point that health is a means to personal survival.? No one survives, of course,
but | suppose we could view health as a means to an extended life. Few people,
however, wish for an extended life unless they can be assured of a reasonable degree
of health. Do we then want health as a means to living a reasonably healthy life?
Taking our cue from virtue, we can see that the right thing to say here is not that
health is valued as a means to an extended life but rather, that it is valued as the
excellence, or the goodness, of your physical life.

There are two reasons why this is the right thing to say. One is that it is very

nearly a tautology to say that good health will extend your life, and claims about

B p.16. Of course he grants that one may value it for other reasons as well. See my commentary on
his remarks at pp. 77-81 of that volume for background to the thoughts here.
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means are not normally tautologies." Although obviously health does not guarantee
the extension of life — you can always get hit by a meteorite — we should not call a
condition healthy if it did not tend to maintain or extend life. The other is that it
explains the pair of judgments | just mentioned - that people try to be healthy in
order to extend their lives but only if their lives will be healthy ones. The explanation
is simply that people want to extend reasonably good physical lives but do not
usually want to extend bad ones unless there is some special reason. For of course
health can be a means to something in particular - if you want to survive long enough
to finish writing your masterpiece, or to raise a late-born child to adulthood, say - but
that thought is most natural when you have come to regard your physical life itself as
a means to something in particular, to some other aspect of your life. But in the
ordinary case, we do not think of health as a means to something, but rather as
simply one form of the goodness of your life, namely, the goodness of your physical
life. When we generalize the motherly use of “good for you” to broader forms of
life, to the psychological and the spiritual and the moral, then we are talking about
the goodness of your life quite generally. In the motherly sense, when we say that
something is good for you, we mean that it either causes or constitutes your overall

well-functioning, in some dimension of life.

**If we generalize the instrumental relation to include the constitutive one, then there are cases where
claims about means are tautologies, namely where there is a necessary constituent. It is a tautology
that your vote is needed if the end is 100% voter turnout, say. Some philosophers also think that
performing an action is, tautologously, a means to the performance of that action.
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So does this mean that | am after all suggesting that there is no difference
between the final use of “good for you” and the motherly use of “good for you,” no
difference between what Alfred’s mother is saying when she says broccoli is good for
him and what we are saying when we say that getting the position is good for him?
Not quite. What | am suggesting is that the final sense and the motherly sense of
“good for you” mention the same set of facts, but from two different perspectives.
From one of these perspectives, we view Alfred as a functional system, that is, an
entity whose parts and lesser systems all contribute to the achievement or some end
or ends, in some cases simply to the maintenance or continuation of that functional
system itself. From the other, we view the things that are good for Alfred from
Alfred’s own point of view. It is because these two perspectives can come together

that there is such a thing as the good. Let me explain.

4. Goodness and Functional Systems

The association of the idea of the good with the idea of a functional system
goes back at least to Plato and Aristotle. To say that something is a good X, they
believed, is to say that it has the properties that enable it to perform its function
well.” Here we are using ‘good’ in an ordinary evaluative sense: a good knife is sharp;
a good car is safe and gets good gas mileage; a good teacher is patient and attentive;

a good watchdog is fierce and loyal. A living thing just as such may also be viewed as

5 Refs
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a functional system, as Aristotle taught us: we can view its function as a kind of self-
maintenance, or survival and reproduction, or as leading the life characteristic of its
kind. We are viewing the living thing as that kind of functional system when we
evaluate its condition as healthy or not.

But it is not merely the case that functional systems are the sort of thing that
can be evaluatively good or bad; it also appears to follow from the way in which
functional systems can be good or bad that things can be good or bad for them, in
the motherly sense. Being driven once in a while is good for a car, while low-quality
gasoline is bad for it."® Earthworms and rain are good for the soil, and fresh air and
exercise are good for both you and your dog. If something is a functional system, the
properties that enable it to perform its function well are the properties that make it a
good one, and the conditions that tend to promote and protect those properties are
good for it. So functional systems, by their very nature, have a good. They have a
good in the motherly sense of having a good - the sense in which broccoli is good for
Alfred. Now recall that | said that the motherly sense could be extended to talk
about things that affect a person or an animal’s psychological health, or a person’s
moral and spiritual condition. When we say, “you have been so successful, it is really
good for you to be taken down a peg now and then,” are we thinking of the person

as a functional system? | think we are. The implication is that the build-up of self-

'® For a modification of this view, see Appendix Two.
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satisfaction may eventually clog the person’s moral arteries so much that it will
interfere with his ability to keep on doing as well as he has.

If the idea of being good for something is linked to the idea of a functional
system, where does the idea of a functional system come from? Does it name
something we encounter in experience, a substance like water or a property like
blue? It would seem not, for the idea is too deeply rooted in the way we see the
world for that. | cannot treat this topic properly here, but let me gesture at the very
large issues that | have in mind. Aristotle thought that for a thing to be unified in the
way that a thing has to be unified in order to count as a thing at all - that is, an ousia
(ouoia), or a substance - is for it to be a kind of functional system.” This makes the
idea a basic metaphysical one. In the Critique of Judgment, Kant suggests, speaking a
bit roughly, that the exercise of reflective judgment — the kind of judgment we use to
form concepts of the kinds of things that there are, as opposed to the kind we use to
place objects under concepts we already have — anyway, reflective judgment, or
concept formation, involves interpreting some things as functional systems within
the manifold of experience. Kant’s idea is really the same as Aristotle’s, with the
characteristic Kantian twist of making the principle of substantial unity, functional
unity, one that emanates outward from us rather than one that we encounter in
nature. If these ideas are right, then the idea of a functional system is roughly what

Plato called the Form of the Good, the organizing principle at the basis of all objects

7| defend this claim in “Aristotle’s Function Argument.”

_21_



On Having a Good
Christine M. Korsgaard

or of our ways of conceptualizing them. Except, of course, that something is not
good absolutely simply by virtue of being a functional system, even a functional
system that is good or perfect of its kind. After all, a nuclear bomb or an assassin
may be perfect of its kind. But a functional system is still the form of something, if

what I've just said is right — it is the form of Having a Good.

5. Goodness and Agency

Now that’s still having a good in what | have been calling the motherly sense -
the sense in which “good for you” means something like “enables you to function
well.” So now I’m going to switch from calling that good for you in the ‘motherly’
sense to calling it good for you in the ‘functional sense.” Something is good for you in
the functional sense if it maintains, promotes, or enchances your functioning. In
order to get at “good for you” in the final sense, we need to talk about another way
in which we use the concept of the good. In my paper, “Realism and Constructivism
in Twentieth-Century Moral Philosophy,” | argue that we use normative concepts to
mark out schematically the solutions to certain kinds of problems which we have to
solve. | take my cue from John Rawls, who argued that we use the concept of
“justice” to mark out the solution to the problem of how the benefits and burdens of

social cooperation are to be distributed. “Justice” is our word for whatever solves
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that problem, and philosophers who argue about what justice is are arguing about
how that problem ought to be solved.™

Now the fact that we are reflective agents who do not automatically do what
desire and instinct prompt us to do also confronts us with problems. For as a
reflective agent, you cannot treat the bare fact that something attracts you as a
reason to try to go for it without further ado. Nor can you treat the fact that an act
would promote some end you’ve decided to go for as settling the question what you
should do, for the act that promotes your end might not be, in various ways, worth it.
There might be prudential or moral costs. So we have to have some way of making
these decisions, some procedure or principle to follow. These two problems are the
problems of the good and the right respectively — the problem of what to go for, and
the problem of what to do. They are not of course completely separate, because you
cannot actually decide to go for something without first deciding that that there’s
some way of going for it — that is, some action that would promote or achieve it -
that you might conceivably find it worth deciding to do.” But of course you also
cannot even generate some candidate actions to consider without first settling on
some things you might like to go for. So insofar as we are agents, we are faced with
these two interlocking problems. | want you to keep in mind that the two problems

are interlocking, because that will matter later on.

8 Among other things, this solves the problem about what philosophers who define justice completely
differently are disagreeing about.

' That is what Kant called “the paradox of method” and Rawls called “the priority of the right.” Refs
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Why do we use the same word - ‘good’ — when we are talking about the
success of functional systems and when we are talking about the things we’ve
decided to go for? There seems to be a curious sort of interdependence between
two ideas at work here, the idea of a functional system and the idea of an agent.
When we regard an object as a functional system, we are regarding it rather as if it
were a kind of agent, and the purpose that it serves as if it were an end that it had
decided to go for. It is as if behind our division of the world into objects lurked a
form of primitive animism, a determination to view the world as being full of agents
like ourselves.

But then again, when we view ourselves as agents, we view ourselves in turn
as functional systems.” For to be an agent is to be essentially subject to a standard
of success and failure, and to be subject to a standard of success and failure in the
very same way that a functional system is. Here’s what | have in mind. A functional
system — let’s say a machine - is designed to achieve a certain end. If it does not
achieve its end, we say that it has failed. You were late this morning, you say,
apologetically, because your alarm clock broke down and failed to go off. But to be
successful, it is not enough that your alarm clock goes off from any cause whatever.
If the alarm rings because a sudden jolt of electricity happens to break a spring which

accidentally hits the mechanism that sets off the alarm at 7:00 a.m. precisely, it is not

*° The remarks that follow are borrowed from “The Normative Constitution of Agency,” (ref) §1.3, pp.
14-15 of the ms.
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a good clock. A functional system, to be successful, has to be the kind of thing that
reliably achieves its end.

In the same way, the kind of success that we associate with agency is not
exhausted by the idea of the agent actually bringing the end about, since an agent
who brought about his end only accidentally — say by a deviant causal pathway -
would have failed as an agent. If | fire my gun wildly astray, but the bullet ricochets
off a cast iron fence and happens to hit the target in exactly the spot that | intended,
| have not made a good shot. To be successful in action is not merely to do something
that brings about your end. To be successful in action is to make yourself into the
kind of thing that reliably achieves that end.

So to regard yourself as an agent is to regard yourself as a functional system,
and to regard yourself as a functional system is to regard yourself as having a good,
in the functional sense of good. But now it is not only the functional sense of good.
For if you regard the thing you aim at as a final good - that is, as something worth
going for — then you regard the things that promote it, your own condition included,

as good in that way too. An agent necessarily values his functional good.

6. Why Some Things Have a Good in the Final Sense
One more step is necessary. When we regard an organism as a functional
system, we regard its end as being, as | said earlier, something along these lines: to

maintain itself, to survive and reproduce, or to live the life characteristic of its kind.
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The end of an organism is, in a sense, simply to be and to continue being what it is, or
as | have put it elsewhere, to constitute itself.”

Now if the organism is an agent — roughly speaking, an animal or a person -
the way that she constitutes herself is in part by having conscious states that track, at
least roughly and defeasibly, what is good or bad for her in the functional sense. An
animal that has any chance of surviving must feel hungry when she needs food, fear
in the face of predators and threats, and pain in the face of conditions that are
damaging to her. She must perceive what is good for her as attractive and what is
bad for her as aversive, and those perceptions must determine what she decides to
go for and what to avoid.” If the organism is a rational agent, then she will do some
of this consciously, using the word “good” to designate the things that are good for
her in the functional sense when she decides to go for them. She conceives the
things that are good for her to be good things in the final sense, and as such she
decides to go for them.

Before | said that the motherly or what | am now calling the functional sense
of good for you and the final sense of good for you name the same set of facts from
two different perspectives. In one, we view the entity as a functional system and in
the other, we view the things that are good for the entity from the entity’s own point

of view. | have now explained why that is so. Animals perceive, and rational animals

*' Self-Constitution

2 Teleological nature of animal perception.
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also conceive, what is good for them as something to go for, and so as what is good
in the final sense. What is functionally good for them, in the broad sense | have been
describing, is also good from their point of view, and so is their final good.

Now let me avert some possible confusions. First, | am not claiming that
anything that seems good from your point of view is therefore actually good for you,
in either the functional or the final sense. We are highly imperfect functional
systems, and therefore we can get it wrong: what seems good to us may not be
good for us after all. Importantly, because you are a functional system that works by
tracking your own good through perception and thought, when you do get it wrong
you are malfunctioning. The very fact that you don’t know what’s good for you is, in
a way, a large part of what is wrong.

Second, | am not claiming that the final good for people is survival and
reproduction, or simple self-maintenance, or even to lead a healthy life of our kind.
That is, | am not claiming that, unless we take a capacious view of what is involved in
self-maintenance, or in leading a healthy life of our kind. For first of all, recall that |
have argued that even the functional sense of good-for extends to things that both
promote and constitute our psychological, moral, and spiritual health as well as our
physical health. Second (or maybe this is the same), elsewhere | have argued that
the human project of self-constitution involves the adoption and maintenance of

what | call “practical identities,” “the roles and relationships in terms of which we
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value ourselves and find our lives worth living and our actions worth undertaking.”*?

For us, the functional sense of good-for and therefore the final sense too will include
whatever promotes and constitutes our practical identities.** Formally speaking, my
view is a rather obvious one: that the human good is being able to make something
valuable or worthwhile of ourselves.”

Nor, thirdly, am | saying that the things that promote and constitute our
practical identities are good only because they promote and constitute our practical
identities, and so only good in a vaguely instrumental sense. That would be the same
mistake as thinking the things that promote and constitute health are instrumental
because they promote survival. Like health, the successful maintenance of our
practical identities is the excellence of our lives. The things that promote and
constitute the maintenance of our practical identities are final goods because as self-

constituting beings, we see them as things to go for.

7. The Problem Cases
| have argued that having a good cannot just be a matter of standing in a

special relation to something that is, as it were, already, independently good. Just as

 The Sources of Normativity, p. 101

** This is why “final” isn’t a great word here: because this sense of good also encompasses the things
that promote our the things we decide to go for for their own sakes.

» That is, the human good is carrying out the particularly normative form of self-constitution particular
to our kind, the rational kind. What gives content to “valuable” here? First, in Self-Constitution |
argued that morality is necessary for successful self-constitution. 1 also suggest the way other
thoughts about value can get a footing at Self-Constitution, §10.1.4.
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nothing counts as a hand unless it is related to the nervous system of an animal in a
quite particular way, so nothing counts as a good until it is related to an agent in a
quite particular way. An animal whose nervous system makes it possible to wiggle
his fingers without manipulating them externally has a hand. An entity whose
functional organization involves her tending to that very functional organization
through action has a good, in the final sense of good. These claims are parallel:
hands and goods are artifacts of these relationships.

On this account, what most obviously has a good are individual people and
animals. Since those are the things that most obviously have a good, | take that to be
a virtue of the account. We can now have many arguments about what sorts of
things count as agents and what would be good for them. But according to my
account everything that has a good is an agent, and everything good is, necessarily,
some agent’s good. This brings us back finally to the problem cases | mentioned at
the outset. It seems hard to explain why we are tempted by the idea that a universe
full of happy people and animals is better than the idea of a universe full of miserable
ones, since if the people and animals involved in the two cases are different people
and animals, then there is no one for whom it is better. It seems hard to explain why
we are tempted by the idea that a society in which wealth is distributed more equally
is better, since although it is plainly better for some people, who would otherwise be
poor, it is also plainly worse for others, who would otherwise be rich. Obviously

these are not the only problem cases. But | will end by discussing the first of these
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cases, to give you a sense of how | think we should handle these issues. [[We can
take up the equal distributions in the discussion if you like.]]

As | mentioned early on, one way to approach the problem of the two
universes would be to try to make it out that the universe is itself the kind of agent
for whom things can be good or bad. Then perhaps it is better for the universe if it is
full of happy people and animals than if it is full of miserable ones? During his science
television series Cosmos, Carl Sagan at one point suggests rather impressively that
humanity represents the way in which the universe comes to know itself.® It’s a
pretty thought, although I’'m not sure a Kantian can accept it.*’ But never mind that.
Could the idea that we somehow count as the consciousness of the universe give us
grounds for thinking of the universe as an agent for whom things can be good or
bad?

Obviously there are some difficulties here. One is that even if we did think so
it is not clear why it would be better for the universe to be full of happy people and
animals, unless we also think its function is to support happy life.?® More
importantly, though, when we have the thought that the universe full of miserable
life is not as good as the universe full of happy life, it is not because we are

sympathizing with the universe. It is because we are sympathizing with the people

26 Quoted, to my great relief, on the Carl Sagan website at http://www.carlsagan.com/.

| mean because Kantians think we don’t know the universe as it is in itself: we cannot give the
universe self-knowledge in the sense that Kantians think we have self-knowledge.

*® No doubt the fact that we are its consciousness explains the temptation to think that.
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and animals who are in the universe, and we find the thought of their happiness
pleasing. In fact, that in itself is already part of the explanation of why we tend to
think that the universe full of happy life is better. For you should notice that on the
account of the good that | have given, sympathy plays an essential role in the way the
concept functions. According to my account, we arrive at the idea of the final good
when we look at the world in the way that a certain kind of entity - one that
functions by tracking its own functional good through perception and thought -
looks at the world. That means that any thoughts | have about what is good for you
are essentially sympathetic. But it is not that we are pleased when we sympathize
with happy people and animals because we believe independently of sympathy that
their happiness is a good thing. If we believed that, we could be pleased by it
without the aid of sympathy. Rather, they necessarily regard their happiness, or more
properly speaking the conditions that constitute it, is as something to go for. And
then when we sympathize with them, we regard it in that way too.”® That’s why we
see it as good.

The larger point | am trying to make here is that we cannot completely divorce
thoughts about the good from thoughts about what to go for, given that the original
home of the concept is, so to speak, in the deliberative standpoint. That’s why |

asked you to keep in mind, earlier, the way in which the problems named by “the

» The “or rather, the conditions which constitute it” is there because | am among those who don’t
believe that people go for happiness. | believe they go for projects they think are worthwhile, and are
happy when they are succeeding in promoting or realizing those projects. Saying we go for happiness
is shorthand.
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right” and the good” are interlocking. For | think we will find the answer to the
question we are asking now in that fact.

When we think about the comparison between the goodness of two
universes, it is impossible not to import thoughts about which of the two we would
bring into existence were we in the position of the creator and therefore faced with
that choice. If we were, | think we all agree, we would certainly bring into existence
the universe full of happy people and animals if we could. But that’s not because it
contains more happiness and happiness is impersonally good. It’s because if you are
the creator, then it is right, that is, it is your duty, to do as well as you can for whoever
you create. The universe full of happy people and animals is not exactly more worthy
of choice because it is better. Rather, it is better — and yes, in my view we do get that
conclusion - in the sense that it is more worthy of choice. But this is not to say that
there is no one for whom it is better, and that no thought of the good guides the
choice. The happier universe is better for whoever gets created. But in order to
explain why “whoever gets created” is the right way to single out the beneficiary of
the choice in this case, we have to appeal to the deliberative context in which the
choice is made, including any duties inherent in that deliberative context.

When we are deciding to have children or enacting legislation that will affect
population, we are also in the position of the creator. That is why it makes perfect
sense to say, for instance, that it will be better to have a child later when you are in

better circumstances, even though there is no genetically identifiable child for whom
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that is better. Your duty as a prospective parent is to do as well as you can for
whatever child you have, not for some genetically identifiable individual who does
not yet exist and may never do so. Notice also that Parfit’s famous repugnant
conclusion - the conclusion that we must keep adding to the population until the
conditions created by the crowding destroy the value of life, making it not worth
living — is blocked by these arguments.’® The world is not better with more total
happiness in it, because there is no one for whom it is better, nor do we owe it to
non-existent people to bring them into existence so that they can have a little fun.
Our duty, when we are settling population policy, is to the future inhabitants of the

planet, whoever they are.

9. Conclusion

Now | will conclude. In this paper | have argued that the concept of
someone’s having a good is prior to the concept of something’s being good - just as
the concept of having a hand is prior to the concept of something’s being a hand.”
An agent is the sort of thing that has a final good, because an agent necessarily
regards her own well-functioning as something to go for. | think it follows that
everything that is good in the final sense must be good for someone. Using the case

of the two universes, I’ve tried to indicate how | would handle cases in which our

3° Parfit ref.

3'In fact, despite the arguments | made earlier, the notion of having property is prior to the notion of
property. But at least in the case of property there is something lying around independently which
gets transformed into property by the having, while that is not the case with experience and the good.
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intuitions might seem to be ones that we can explain only by appeal to impersonal
goods. What’s really happening in these cases is not that we are appealing to
impersonal goods, but rather that the designation of the relevant beneficiaries is
given by the nature of the choice that is being made. Where there was really no
choice between the universe full of happy inhabitants and the universe full of
miserable ones, there would be no fact about which one was better — but then,
because the question raised by the concept of the good is the question what to do
go for, there would also be no occasion for making the judgment. | believe that
these arguments vindicate the existential claim | started out from: the only reason
why anything matters is because the world contains entities for whom things can be

good or bad.
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Appendix One: Equal Distributions

There are two important things to say about more equitable distributions, but
they come to the same thing. The first is modeled exactly on what | said about the
two universes. More equitable distributions, like universes full of happy people and
animals, are better because they are more worthy of choice, in the context in which
one chooses a system of distribution, which is when one is setting up a basic
structure for society. In order to learn why the more equitable distribution is more
worthy of choice, all you have to do now is read John Rawls’s Theory of Justice, to
find out why in these circumstances, a more equitable distribution is the one that
would be chosen. (In fact, the reason | keep using “more equitable” rather than
“equal” is because the difference principle is preferable to a strictly egalitarian one).
Here, as in the case of the two universes, the choice is governed by thoughts about
what is better for someone. First, the parties in the original position make the choice
asking what, under the veil of ignorance, will be better for themselves. But that is
only a step along the way. The more important point is that those who enter the
original position undertake to make the choice in the way that will be best for a
citizen of a liberal society considered merely as such. Again, the context of the
choice explains why that is the beneficiary we should be thinking of in this kind of
case.

The other thing to say is that the political state, unlike the universe, is a kind of

agent — indeed, according to my own arguments in Self-Constitution, a self-
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constituting one. We might think that there are all kinds of ways in which the state,
considered simply as such, is better off if there are more equitable distributions.
More equitable distributions support a middle class, with all the benefits to stability
and culture that a middle class is supposed to provide. In the end, | think that this
comes to the same thing, though. The benefits of stability and culture ultimately
accrue to the citizen, considered just as such. In both arguments, the beneficiary of
the state is the representative citizen, and we look to what is good for her. But the
reason we do so is because it is to her that the arrangements of the state must be
justified, not to some genetically identifiable individual. The state has no good of its
own that is not the good of the representative citizen.

This is not to say that there are not other kinds of collective agents that do
have such a good, say, corporations or universities or clubs. But it is a particularly
important point to make about the state. The state’s interests can come into conflict
with yours, considering you as a private individual. But it cannot come into conflict
with yours, considering you as a representative citizen. That there should be occasion

to sacrifice the citizen for the good of the state is a logical impossibility.
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Appendix Two: Whose Good Matters Morally, and How Much?

Once we have established that it is self-constituting agents who have a good,
we can begin to think ask about matters of degree, for the extent to which
something is an agent, and, relatedly, the extent to which it has a view of the things
that are good for it, are matters of degree.” It seems natural to suppose that the
extent to which something is an agent, and the extent to which something should be
regarded as having a final good, go hand in hand. Let me try to sketch what I have in
mind.

Although | have claimed that it is people and animals that have a final good,
some philosophers think that plants do so as well.*» A plant is certainly a functional
unity, organized for survival and reproduction, so it plainly has at least a functional
good. Although a plant does not have a view of the world, it is an agent in the
minimal sense that it does things of its own accord, and sometimes even does them
in response to conditions in its environment. It sends out tendrils when the spring

comes, or turns towards the sun, or in dry soil reaches deep down with its roots. The

3% | think | have just mentioned one fact, not two, but | won’t try to establish that here.

33| claimed something along these lines myself in “Fellow Creatures: Kantian Ethics and Our Duties to
Animals.” See pp. 102. In “The Origin of the Good and Our Animal Nature,” however, | claimed the
consciousness is necessary for having a final good, and the philosophers | mention in the text are
members of audiences who heard that paper and protested that plants have a good. They were not
confronted with the distinction between a functional and final good in quite the form | have been
appealing to in this paper, so | do not know whether they would be prepared to retreat to the claim
that plants have only a functional good. However, | believe that the grounds for thinking of plants as
having a final good may involve somewhat different considerations, which | examine Appendix Three,
“On Having a Sake.”
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difference between this kind of responsiveness and what we call “perception” may
well be a matter of degree. If that is so, then plants are, so far as that goes, on a
scale with animals, though at the very bottom on it. But precisely because its
responsiveness does not quite seem to rise to the level of perception or
representation, and so to the level of having a view of the world, there is, as it were,
not much distance between the sense in which a plant has a functional good and the
sense in which it has a final good. It is only in a rather fanciful sense that we can view
the world as the plant itself views it.

Something similar seems to apply to the differences among animals.
Although | am supposing that any percipient animal does have something like a view
of the world - at least a way the animal experiences the world, something it is like for
the animal - one might believe of cognitively simple animals that their level of
responsiveness is only a little more sophisticated than a plant’s. So we might suppose
that as we move down the cognitive scale, the distance between the fact that an
animal has a functional good and the fact that the animal has a final good as it were
decreases. It seems to me possible that this at least maps, if it does not precisely
explain, a moral intuition shared by many of us, which is that the fate of more
cognitively sophisticated animals is of greater moral concern than that of less
cognitively sophisticated animals. Most of us think that it is worse, say, to needlessly
hurt or kill a dog or a monkey than an insect. Of course, this might just be a prejudice,

born of a suspect relation between size and the arousal of squeamishness. But
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suppose it is not. We might think, to use some rather hand-wavy terms, that a more
cognitively sophisticated animal has a final good in a richer sense than a less
cognitively sophisticated one does, and that that matters morally.

These ideas raise a number of issues. First of all, there is the issue of whether
the final good of people matters more than that of the other animals, or in a distinct
way. Elsewhere | have argued that people are agents in a deeper sense than the
other animals are. As rational beings we choose not only our actions but the
principles behind them, and so we choose on the basis of reflection on what is worth
doing for the sake of what. That, | believe, is essentially the same fact as the fact that
we do not merely perceive, but conceive, of the world in normative terms, and
identify ourselves in normative ways. The way I’ve described that, it is not merely a
difference in the degree, but in the form or kind of our agency, but it may also imply a
difference in degree. | am not sure about this, however.

A related issue is exactly what sort of cognitive differences factor into the
decision about how much an animal’s final good matters morally. It cannot plausibly
be thought that the difference that matters is simply intelligence, even if we suppose
that there is such a thing. We do not in general think that the fate of more intelligent
people matters more than that of less intelligent ones. Elsewhere (in unpublished
work) | have suggested that human beings have a different kind of stake in ourselves
than the other animals do, because of the different way in which we are involved in

the construction of our own identities. One might suppose - if you’ll excuse me for
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the extreme vagueness of this — that the cognitive differences that are relevant to
how much an animal’s final good matters morally are related to what sort of stake
the animal has in himself. This in turn is related to another issue, which is how much
of a self an animal has. In “The Normative Constitution of Agency,” | explore the
relation between naturalistic conceptions of agency according to which agency
involves the control of movement by the mind, and normative conceptions of agency
according to which agency involves the control of movement by the self. We regard
our actions as expressions of ourselves because, for various reasons, it is reasonable
for us to identify ourselves with our minds. In the case of a very simple animal, it is
not clear there is any reason to do so. A mosquito is guided by its mind, in the sense
that it is guided by a representational system, but is there any special reason to think
that a mosquito is more identified with that system than with its body?

The point is not that the mosquito self is just as much its body as its mind, but
rather that it has a less of self — it is closer to being merely a functional system. It is
tempting to think that the more appropriate it is to regard an animal as having a self,
the more we will think its final good matters morally. In fact, | believe that in this
paper | have come rather close to arguing that have a good and having a self are the
same condition, although I’'m not sure that will be obvious. This is in turn related to
the kind of cognitive differences that will matter here. Animals who remember
things, or who have particular friends or interact with individuals as such, might be

thought to have more of a self, because their representation of the world are more
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of a projection of that self. It does seem to us, | think, that such animals matter more

morally.
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Appendix Three: On Having a Sake

As | argued above, a plant is a functional unity, and things can be good or bad
for it in the functional sense. Now Aristotelians — among whom I’m counting myself —
often argue that the way in which things can be good or bad for plants is different
from the way in which things can be good or bad for, say, machines. For the reason
we regard a plant as a functional unity is that, since it is an organism, it seems to have
self-maintenance or self-constitution as its end. This means that the things that are
good or bad for it are good or bad for, as we say, its own sake. But it is natural to
think that although things can be good or bad in the functional sense for, say, my
vacuum cleaner, there is no reason to suppose that they are good or bad for my
vacuum cleaner’s sake. Rather, the things that are good or bad for my vacuum
cleaner are good or bad for me as the one doomed to wield that vacuum cleaner. If
my vacuum cleaner is cleaning poorly because | have not changed the dust bag
recently, that is not so much bad for the vacuum cleaner, as it is bad for me. But
insufficient rain is bad for the plant itself. So plants have a good in a different sense
than machines do: things are good or bad for the plant’s own sake.

Now you might think that the account | have just given of the way in which
things are good for plants represents a rival to the story | have been telling in this
paper. For | have claimed that what makes something good for an entity in the final

sense is that the entity’s mode of self-constitution involves its perceiving or
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conceiving the thing as worth going for.>* But now that we’ve introduced the idea of
the sake, you might think instead that what makes something good for an entity in
the final sense is that it is for the entity’s own sake. These two things apparently can
pull apart. For suppose, as | suggested above, that the difference between a plant’s
responsiveness and perception or representation is just a matter of degree. Then we
might think that we could invent machines that were responsive to cues in their
environment, and whose responsiveness amounted to perception. Then there would
be a way these machines see the world, things they see as worth going for, but those
things would still not be good for their own sake. For instance, my vaccum cleaner
could have a sensor that makes it perceive dust balls as worth swallowing, but its
swallowing the dust balls would still be good for my sake and not for its.

Actually, however, | think that the account of having a good in terms of having
a sake is not different from the account of having a good in terms of being an entity
that achieves its functional good by tracking it through perception and thought. This
is because | think we can show that only a self-constituting entity really has a sake,
and therefore only a self-constituting entity is even a candidate for having a final

good.”

3% Keep in mind that, as | said at the end of §6, the claim is not that the final good is really only an
instrumental good insofar as it promotes self-constitution. The claim is about what makes something
afinal good.

3> Since on my view action just is self-constitution, and having a final good is essentially connected to
the idea of what to go for and so to action, it should not be surprising that I hold this view.
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To see this, consider first that the argument that | just made about the
vacuum cleaner can be made in a much stronger form. In Self-Constitution, | argue
(well, suggest) that machines and tools are incomplete substances. The idea is this: a
substance, according to Aristotle, is fully actualized only when it performs its
characteristic activity, the activity that makes it what it is.3® This is clear in the case of
living things, which either are going about their characteristic self-constitutive
activities — in the case of animal, say, at least respiration, digestion, the circulation of
the blood - or they do not exist at all. A dead rabbit is no more a rabbit than a dead
hand is a hand. But many artifacts, possibly most, cannot perform their characteristic
activities unless wielded by a human being.’” When we see this, we see that, what
we call a vacuum cleaner is not actually an entity, because it is functionally
incomplete. It does not even really have the potential to engage in vacuum cleaning,
in Aristotle’s sense of potential, since it can never engage in vacuum cleaning until
you wield it. So it is not a substance in its own right - it is actually something which,
when properly incorporated by you, transforms you into a vacuum cleaner.

On this reading, what we ordinarily call a vacuum cleaner is not a functional
unity at all, and so does not really have a good. Instead what has a good is you-qua-
vacuum-cleaner when you are wielding it. That is why what we call its good is really

good for your sake rather than for its. Furthermore, on this reading, the way in which

§2.2.2

3 There may be a problem about robotic devices.
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the vacuum cleaner’s poor performance is bad for you is not, or not merely, that it is
instrumentally bad because your end is to get the floor clean and you can’t. Rather,
the way in which the vacuum cleaner’s poor performance is bad for you is that
interfering with your attempts to constitute yourself as a vacuum cleaner. Odd as it
may sound, insofar as you perceive this, the vacuum cleaner’s poor performance is
bad for you in the final sense. This is why, when the tools we try to use aren’t
working, what we experience is frustration, and not merely disappointment that the
ends we hoped for have not been achieved.

And of course, as | point out in the text, a plant is self-constituting, and it is in
a very minimal sense an agent. It is because the things that are bad for it frustrate its
“efforts” at self-constitution that they are bad for its own sake. All of this suggests
that the idea of being a self-constituting entity, being an agent, having a sake, and
having a final good are just so many different ways of describing the same condition.

The story | have just told, however, may seem to threaten my account from
another direction. In the main body of the paper, | described the functional sense of
‘good for X’ as something that, as it were, comes first, and gets promoted into the
final sense of ‘good for X’ when X becomes an agent and with that acquires a point of
view. But the story I’'ve just told about the vacuum cleaner suggests that, after all,
nothing that isn’t an agent even really has a functional good. It’s not clear, because
first we would have to settle some questions about whether other things besides

tools and machines might have a functional good - things like ecosystems or
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environments, say, or whether there might be machines, robotic agencies, that are
substances after all. But however that turns out, | don’t think it’s a problem. As | said
in the paper, there is a kind of animism involved all along in the identification of
entities with functional unities, as if they were trying to go for whatever purposes
they serve. Were we not agents, we would not use the concept of “good” at all, not
even for well-functioning, but then, were we not agents, we would not know how to
divide the world into entities at all. Nor would we need to, since we divide the world

into objects in order to get things done.



