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Abstract

The debate between intrinsic value and instrumental value has been a central topic in ethics and philosophy,
addressing the question of why something is valuable. Intrinsic value is typically seen as inherent to an object
or experience, independent of external factors, while instrumental value is contingent upon its ability to serve
as a means to an end. This article explores the nature and distinctions of these two kinds of value, providing
historical context, major philosophical perspectives, and contemporary applications. By examining key
figures such as Immanuel Kant, Aristotle, and modern theorists, the article offers a comprehensive overview
of how intrinsic and instrumental values are defined, defended, and critiqued in ethical theory. It concludes
by reflecting on the relevance of this distinction in modern moral philosophy and its implications for practical
ethics.
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1. Introduction

The concepts of intrinsic and instrumental value play a foundational role in moral philosophy, guiding
discussions about what is valuable, how we should evaluate different aspects of life, and the ethical
implications of these values. Intrinsic value refers to something that is valuable "in itself," or "for its own
sake," whereas instrumental value refers to something that is valuable as a means to an end. Understanding

these distinctions is crucial for both theoretical ethics and applied philosophy.

In this article, the examination is about the nature of intrinsic and instrumental values, their historical

development, the central debates surrounding them, and their relevance in contemporary ethical thought.

JETIR2412616 | Journal of Emerging Technologies and Innovative Research (JETIR) www.jetir.org \ gl31


http://www.jetir.org/

© 2024 JETIR December 2024, Volume 11, Issue 12 www.jetir.org (ISSN-2349-5162)

These distinctions have significant ramifications for fields like environmental ethics, bioethics, and social

justice.

2. Defining Intrinsic and Instrumental Value

2.1 Intrinsic Value

Intrinsic value is the value that an entity possesses in itself or for its own sake. Classical ethical systems, such
as those of Aristotle and Kant, often assume that certain things are intrinsically valuable happiness, virtue, or

moral good, for instance.

e Aristotle's Eudaimonia: In Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle identifies eudaimonia (flourishing or
happiness) as the highest good, something pursued for its own sake and never as a means to an end.

o Kantian Ethics: Immanuel Kant argues that rational beings possess intrinsic value, which he terms
dignity. Unlike objects that have conditional value, rational agents must be treated as ends in
themselves, not as mere means to an end (Kant, 1785).

e G.E. Moore's Ideal Utilitarianism: G.E. Moore, in Principia Ethica (1903), posits that certain states
of affairs, like beauty or pleasure, possess intrinsic value. Moore uses the open-question argument to

demonstrate that intrinsic goodness is not reducible to natural properties.

Intrinsic value denotes value that is not contingent on external factors or consequences. The idea of intrinsic
value also extends beyond humans. Environmental ethics often argue that nature, animals, and ecosystems
possess intrinsic worth. For example, deep ecologists claim that the natural world has value independent of
human use or perception. A mountain, river, or forest may be seen as valuable simply because it exists.
Ultimately, intrinsic value serves as a guiding principle in moral reasoning, reminding us to recognize and
honor the inherent worth of entities whether it be human life, virtue, or the natural world without reducing
them to mere instruments of utility. The distinction between intrinsic and instrumental value helps clarify

debates about what constitutes a good life and how individuals can pursue meaningful goals.

2.2 Intrinsic value and Well-Being

In theories of personal well-being, intrinsic value plays a crucial role. Well-being is often defined in terms of

achieving goods that are intrinsically valuable. Some theories are:

e Objective List Theories: Some philosophers, such as Derek Parfit (1984), argue that well-being
involves a list of intrinsically valuable goods, such as knowledge, friendship, and achievement. These
goods contribute to well-being regardless of an individual’s desires.

e Hedonism: this theory holds that pleasure is the only intrinsic good.

« Desire-satisfaction theories: identify fulfilled desires as intrinsically valuable.

JETIR2412616 \ Journal of Emerging Technologies and Innovative Research (JETIR) www.jetir.org \ gl32


http://www.jetir.org/

© 2024 JETIR December 2024, Volume 11, Issue 12 www.jetir.org (ISSN-2349-5162)

2.3 Instrumental VValue

In contrast, instrumental value refers to the worth of something as a means to an end. Most goods in daily life
possess instrumental value money, for instance, is valuable because it enables access to other goods.
Philosophers like John Stuart Mill in Utilitarianism highlight the instrumental role of actions that produce
happiness. Here, happiness may be intrinsically valuable, but the means to achieve happiness hold only

instrumental worth.

« Utility and Instrumental VValue: Mill identifies acts, objects, and policies as valuable insofar as they

promote happiness, demonstrating a clear instrumentalist perspective (Mill, 1863).

Instrumental value is, therefore, relational and context-dependent, deriving its significance from its ability to

achieve certain ends.
3. Historical Background and Philosophical Foundations
3.1 Ancient Philosophy: Aristotle and Plato

e The distinction between intrinsic and instrumental value has roots in ancient philosophy. Plato's
Republic suggests that the Good is something that is intrinsically valuable, and it shapes all things in
the world. For Plato, knowledge and the contemplation of forms represent the highest forms of intrinsic
value.

o Aristotle, however, made a distinction between things that are valuable in themselves and those
valuable for what they bring about. In Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle discusses eudaimonia as the
highest good, which is valuable intrinsically because it is the realization of human potential, whereas

other goods (such as wealth or health) are valuable primarily as means to this end.
3.2 Modern Philosophy: Kant and Utilitarianism

« Inmodern philosophy, Immanuel Kant offers a powerful defense of intrinsic value. In his Groundwork
for the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant argues that rational agents have intrinsic worth because they can
act according to moral law. Kant's philosophy rejects the idea that human beings should be treated as
mere means to an end, emphasizing instead their inherent dignity as ends in themselves.

e In contrast, utilitarian philosophers like John Stuart Mill and Jeremy Bentham argue for an
instrumental view of value, where the best actions are those that maximize pleasure or happiness. This
happiness, however, is seen as the intrinsic good, and the means to achieve it (like social policies or

behaviors) are instrumental.
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4. Ethical Theories and the Role of Intrinsic and Instrumental Value

4.1 Deontological Ethics

Kantian deontological ethics firmly places intrinsic value at the heart of moral action. Kant's moral philosophy
emphasizes that human beings, by virtue of their capacity for rationality and autonomy, possess intrinsic
value. This framework contrasts sharply with consequentialist theories that view actions as valuable only in

terms of their results.

o Example: Kant’s categorical imperative asserts that we should act only according to maxims that
could be willed as a universal law. The intrinsic value of rational beings is what grounds this

imperative, making it an important philosophical tool for understanding moral duties.

4.2 Utilitarianism and Consequentialism

Utilitarianism and other forms of consequentialism focus primarily on instrumental values. According to these
views, the value of actions and policies is judged based on their outcomes, specifically their ability to
maximize utility or happiness. For utilitarians, happiness is the ultimate intrinsic value, and the means to

achieve it are evaluated based on their effectiveness in bringing about that end.

o Example: A utilitarian might argue that if an action or policy results in greater overall happiness, it is

ethically justified, regardless of the moral status of the means used to achieve that result

4.3 Virtue Ethics

Aristotle’s virtue ethics is another major ethical theory that considers intrinsic value to be essential. For
Aristotle, virtue and living in accordance with reason represent the intrinsic goods necessary for flourishing.

The instrumental value of actions, however, is secondary to the development of virtuous character.

5. Criticisms and Contemporary Discussions on the Challenges of Intrinsic Value

One major criticism of the concept of intrinsic value is its subjectivity. Some philosophers, particularly from
the empiricist tradition, argue that intrinsic value cannot be proven or observed in a scientifically verifiable
way. The idea that something has inherent value irrespective of its utility or function is questioned by those

who emphasize empirical evidence and observable consequences.

5.1 Subjectivity and the Empiricist Critique

Empiricists assert that knowledge must be grounded in observable facts and experience, which poses a
challenge to the notion of intrinsic value. Intrinsic value, by definition, suggests that something has worth in
and of itself, independent of external factors like human perception or practical usefulness. However, critics

argue that such a claim is unverifiable since intrinsic value cannot be measured or empirically demonstrated.
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As a result, they contend that intrinsic value is a subjective or metaphysical construct rather than an objective

feature of the world.

o Example: A naturalist might argue that intrinsic value is merely a projection of human preferences or
cultural values rather than an inherent property. For instance, we may feel that a pristine forest has
value in itself, but this perception could stem from our emotional attachment, aesthetic appreciation,

or broader ecological concerns rather than an objective quality of the forest.
5.2 The Relativity of Value Judgments

Another challenge to intrinsic value arises from the relativity of value judgments. Critics argue that what one
individual or culture perceives as intrinsically valuable may differ significantly from another's perspective.
This variability undermines claims of universality for intrinsic value, as it suggests that such values are

contingent upon subjective or cultural frameworks rather than being universally true.

« Example: In some cultures, certain animals are considered sacred and hold intrinsic value, while in
others, they may be viewed primarily as resources for food or labor. This discrepancy raises questions

about whether intrinsic value can exist independently of cultural or personal beliefs.
5.3 The Pragmatist Perspective

Pragmatist philosophers, such as John Dewey, further challenge the notion of intrinsic value by emphasizing
the importance of context and consequences in determining worth. They argue that value cannot exist in
isolation but is instead tied to practical outcomes and interactions. From this perspective, intrinsic value is an

abstraction that obscures the dynamic and relational nature of value judgments.

« Example: While environmentalists might ascribe intrinsic value to an untouched wilderness,
pragmatists would argue that its value is tied to its ecological functions, aesthetic appeal, or role in
supporting human well-being. Without considering these relationships, claims of intrinsic value may

lack meaningful significance.
5.4 The Naturalistic Fallacy

A common philosophical criticism, particularly among analytic philosophers, is that attributing intrinsic value
to objects or entities commits the naturalistic fallacy. This fallacy, identified by G.E. Moore, involves deriving
ethical conclusions (e.g., an object is ‘good’ or ‘valuable’) from natural properties or facts about the world.
Critics argue that intrinsic value claims often rely on an unjustified leap from descriptive observations to

normative conclusions.

o Example: A beautiful landscape might inspire claims of intrinsic value because of its natural features,

but critics argue that its beauty does not logically imply any moral or inherent worth.
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5.5 Contemporary Discussions and Defenses

Despite these criticisms, defenders of intrinsic value argue that it plays an essential role in ethics, particularly
in environmental and moral philosophy. Proponents suggest that rejecting intrinsic value risks reducing all
value to instrumental terms, which could undermine moral considerations for non-human entities, future
generations, or abstract ideals. They contend that intrinsic value serves as a foundational principle for

promoting ethical responsibility.

« Example: Environmental ethics often rely on the concept of intrinsic value to argue for the protection
of ecosystems and species, independent of their utility to humans. By recognizing the inherent worth
of nature, defenders claim that we can cultivate a more respectful and sustainable relationship with the

environment.
5.6 The Practicality of Instrumental Value

While instrumental value is often seen as more pragmatic and aligned with human behavior, critics argue that
an exclusive focus on instrumental value can lead to ethical issues, such as exploitation or the objectification
of individuals. The tendency to view people or the environment solely in terms of their utility can undermine

moral obligations toward respect and dignity.

o Example: Environmental ethics debates often center on the instrumental versus intrinsic value of
nature, where intrinsic value advocates argue that nature deserves protection for its own sake, while
others view nature merely as a resource to be exploited for human benefit.

6. Theories of VValue Pluralism

In response to criticisms of monistic value systems which prioritize a single overarching value, value
pluralism offers a more flexible and inclusive perspective on the relationship between intrinsic and
instrumental values. At its core, value pluralism asserts that multiple forms of value can coexist and interact
within moral and ethical frameworks, with no single type of value necessarily dominating or reducing others.
This perspective allows for a more nuanced and realistic approach to addressing complex ethical dilemmas

that arise in diverse and interconnected societies.

Value pluralism recognizes that individuals and communities encounter a variety of moral goods, each of
which can be valuable in its own right. For example, values such as justice, love, freedom, creativity, and
respect for nature may all hold intrinsic worth, yet they are not always reducible to a single hierarchy or
framework. Unlike monistic theories, which might attempt to derive all values from a singular principle (e.g.,
utility, duty, or virtue), value pluralism acknowledges that these values may sometimes conflict, and such
conflicts may be unavoidable. Importantly, it also contends that these conflicts do not always have a single,
clear resolution, as ethical decisions often involve balancing competing goods without entirely eliminating

one in favor of the other.
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This flexibility is particularly relevant when confronting real-world ethical dilemmas, where trade-offs
between values are a practical necessity. For instance, in debates about environmental conservation versus
economic development, both sustainability and economic well-being represent legitimate values. Value
pluralism allows us to recognize and respect both, rather than privileging one at the expense of the other.
Similarly, in issues surrounding free speech and social harmony, the tension between individual rights and
collective well-being can be addressed without assuming one must be categorically superior to the other.

Furthermore, value pluralism emphasizes the importance of context and situational judgment. Ethical choices
are often shaped by specific circumstances, cultural norms, and personal experiences, which may highlight
the relevance of certain values over others in a given moment. For example, a society experiencing injustice
may prioritize equality, whereas one struggling with authoritarianism may value freedom above all else. Value
pluralism thus resists rigid ethical formulas, advocating instead for a deliberative process that acknowledges

moral complexity.

However, this view does not imply moral relativism or ethical indifference. Value pluralists maintain that
values are objective and meaningful, but they resist the claim that any one value is absolute. Rather, value
pluralism encourages a spirit of tolerance, dialogue, and compromise in ethical reasoning, fostering a broader

understanding of what it means to live well in a pluralistic society.

7. Implications for Practical Ethics

7.1 Environmental Ethics: Intrinsic Value Beyond Humans

The intrinsic-instrumental value distinction has profound implications for environmental ethics. Traditional
anthropocentric ethics often assign only instrumental value to nature, valuing it for its utility to humans.

However, environmental philosophers challenge this view:

e Aldo Leopold's Land Ethic: Leopold (1949) argues for the intrinsic value of ecosystems and species,
proposing that nature has moral standing independent of its usefulness to humans.
o Deep Ecology: Arne Naess (1973) advocates for biocentric egalitarianism, emphasizing the intrinsic

worth of all living beings, not just humans.

The recognition of intrinsic value in nature provides a basis for environmental protection, irrespective of
human interests. At the same time, practical policies often require balancing intrinsic and instrumental values,

such as conserving biodiversity for its ecological benefits.

The distinction between intrinsic and instrumental value plays a significant role in environmental ethics.
While many argue that the environment has intrinsic value, others focus on the instrumental value of nature,
arguing that it provides resources for human flourishing. These debates influence policies related to

conservation, climate change, and sustainable development.
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o Example: The debate over whether animals have intrinsic rights or whether their value is only
instrumental to human interests highlights a key tension between intrinsic and instrumental

perspectives in environmental philosophy.
7.2 Bioethics and Medical Ethics

In bioethics, the question of whether human life has intrinsic value is crucial for discussions about euthanasia,
abortion, and genetic engineering. Some argue that human life holds an intrinsic value, while others view it
through a more instrumental lens, evaluating the moral permissibility of certain actions based on their

consequences.

o Example: The debate over assisted suicide often centers on whether life itself holds intrinsic value, or
whether individuals should have the freedom to end their life for instrumental reasons, such as

alleviating suffering.
7.3. Implications for Applied Ethics

The intrinsic-instrumental value distinction has practical implications for applied ethics, particularly in areas

such as bioethics, environmental ethics, and economics.

« Bioethics: In debates over euthanasia and medical resource allocation, recognizing the intrinsic value
of human life often clashes with instrumental considerations, such as cost-benefit analyses.

o Environmental Policy: Environmental ethics requires balancing the intrinsic value of nature with its
instrumental value for human survival and well-being.

e Economic Justice: The pursuit of economic growth often prioritizes instrumental value (e.g.,

productivity) over intrinsic goods such as equality and community.
8. Intrinsic and Instrumental Value in Applied Philosophy

In applied philosophy, intrinsic and instrumental values provide a framework for addressing real-world ethical
problems. Intrinsic value establishes the foundation for moral principles, such as respecting human dignity,
preserving biodiversity, or promoting well-being. Meanwhile, instrumental value ensures that practical
considerations, like policy efficiency and resource allocation, are met. For instance, debates in bioethics
frequently weigh the intrinsic worth of human life against instrumental goals such as maximizing healthcare
outcomes. Similarly, environmental ethics often demands recognizing nature's intrinsic value while
acknowledging its instrumental benefits for human survival. By integrating these values, applied philosophy

offers a balanced and holistic approach to addressing contemporary moral dilemmas.
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9. Conclusion

The distinction between intrinsic and instrumental value remains a cornerstone of ethical theory, shaping our
understanding of morality, well-being, and environmental ethics. While intrinsic value provides a foundation
for identifying what is ultimately worth pursuing, instrumental value offers practical means to achieve those
ends. However, the relationship between these types of value is more dynamic than often acknowledged.
Recognizing this interplay allows for a richer understanding of ethical decision-making and human

flourishing.

The challenges to the intrinsic-instrumental value dichotomy such as value pluralism and relational values
highlight the need for nuanced approaches to value theory. Future philosophical inquiry must continue to
explore how intrinsic and instrumental values can be integrated into coherent ethical frameworks that address

contemporary moral issues.
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