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The idea of the dignity of persons is one of the central planks of modern moral and political philosophy.  The idea plays a central role in modern political thought as part of the basis of Rawls’s contractarianism and Nozick’s classical liberal conception of justice.
  Something like this idea seems to play a central role in Ronald Dworkin’s egalitarian conception of justice.  Aside from these leading figures in political philosophy, a very large group of moral philosophers have adopted the idea of human dignity as a fundamental moral notion.  In addition to a number of neo-Kantian moral philosophers the idea has figured prominently in the thought of Catholic moral theologians.  It is also officially proclaimed to be the basis of human rights in the preamble to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and in the preambles of the two main international covenants on human rights.
 The idea goes back a long way but we owe the modern conception of human dignity and its foundational role in moral thought to Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Immanuel Kant. In any case, it is central to Kant’s moral and political philosophy.  In the Doctrine of Right Kant defends the thesis that there is one innate right and that it is grounded on the humanity of persons.  He says:

Freedom (independence from being constrained by another’s choice), insofar as it can coexist with the freedom of every other in accordance with a universal law, is the only original right belonging to every man by virtue of his humanity. – This principle of innate freedom already involves the following authorizations, which are not really distinct from it (as if they were members of the division of some higher concept of a right): innate equality, that independence from being bound by others to more than one can in turn bind them; hence a human being’s quality of being his own master (sui juris), as well as being a human being beyond reproach (iusti), …; and finally, his being authorized to do to others anything that does not in itself diminish what is theirs, so long as they do not want to accept it …
  

The problem to which this paper is looking is the question of what the ground of the dignity of persons is.  The question is: what explains why persons have the dignity that is attributed to them?  In virtue of what qualities or features do persons have dignity?  In my view, a proper appreciation of the ground of human dignity will help us determine whether there is such a distinctive value and it will help us determine what the moral and political implications of such a value are.  The different moral and political philosophies mentioned above all draw very different conclusions from the recognition of human dignity.  They do so primarily on the basis of implicit conceptions of dignity, which are not given sufficient scrutiny in themselves.  And most of these are explicitly or implicitly drawing on Kant’s conception of dignity.  

My principal concern is to evaluate a number of possible versions of the conception of and grounds of the dignity of persons as it occurs in Kant and to contrast them with an account of the dignity of persons that I have been developing.  I cannot describe myself as a Kant scholar so my focus will be on a variety of interpretations that have been offered by leading Kant scholars in contemporary philosophy.  I will critique the different possible accounts that Kant is interpreted as giving and then I will offer a sketch of a different account.
I will begin with a brief account of the concept of dignity this paper focuses on.  I then discuss three accounts of the ground of dignity so understood in Kant.  I also discuss a possible account of the dignity of persons in Kant that is purely formal and that does not fit with the concept of dignity I am concerned with.  I argue that each one of these accounts of dignity is defective.  In the last part of the paper, I present a brief sketch of an account of the dignity of persons that overcomes the chief defect in the Kantian accounts. 
A Preliminary Account of the Concept of Dignity
What is the notion of dignity that we are discussing?  We need to have at least a preliminary account of the concept of dignity with which to assess the various different views about its nature and grounds.  My account of the basic concept of dignity will involve laying out some basic features of dignity and the role of dignity in the larger moral setting of which it is alleged to be a part.  This concept should be reasonably neutral towards the different conceptions of dignity that have been offered.  


This account of the concept of dignity is not intended as a kind of analysis of the use of the term “dignity,” nor is it intended to cover all the different ways in which the term “dignity” is used.
  It is meant to articulate a concept that has played an important role in moral thought.  In particular it is meant to bring out a conception of the special value that is attributed to persons in modern moral and political thought.  It will be important to have a reasonably clear account of this value if we are to determine whether anything has it. 

Dignity, as I will be understanding it here, is a kind of value.  To say that something has a dignity is to say that it has a certain kind of value.  But values come in very different forms and shapes.  And so it is important to distinguish the kind of value that dignity is from other kinds of value.  
The first feature of dignity that is worth pointing out is the distinctive logic that characterizes the attribution of dignity to a thing.  The most prominent distinction is that marked out between a value that is to be promoted and a value that is to be honored.  In many cases and for many values, to say that a thing has that value is to imply that it ought to be promoted.  To say that pleasure is good implies that it ought to be promoted (with qualifications, to be sure).  We ought to try to bring about more of it because it is valuable.  The same might be said of health and flourishing and with many instrumental goods.  To say that a thing has dignity, in contrast, is to attribute a certain kind of value to it that does not imply in the first instance that the thing ought to be promoted.  Instead the idea is that a thing that has dignity ought to be honored in attitude and in action.  The principal implication is that a thing with dignity must be accorded respect and must be treated in a certain way.  The idea is that dignity attaches to already existing things, to which we must respond in a certain way.
  In this respect, “dignity” functions like “merit” or “praiseworthiness.”  These values imply in the first instance that the things that have them demand recognition and certain forms of treatment. 
Second, with regard to attitude, a thing that has dignity must be accorded respect.  In this sense, dignity is also like merit or praiseworthiness in that the later call for an attitude in response to them such as admiration or approval or honoring.  Here we might use the familiar idea of direction of fit to bring out some of the distinctive features of dignity.  The idea is that the relation of the attitude of respect or admiration to things with dignity or merit is a mind to world direction of fit.  In contrast, the relation of desire to things is a world to mind direction of fit.  We must suit our attitudes of admiration and respect to the values that are actually instantiated in the world.  So though we must desire the good, our desires need not be suited to the way the world actually is; desires may call for a change in the world.  Admiration or respect must be suited to the way the world is in much the same way that belief is suited to the way the world is.  So while other goods such as pleasure, health, well-being and instrumental goods are connected with desire, dignity is principally connected with respect.  

Third, the relation of attitude to dignity is a relation of fittingness or merit or what is owed.  A being with dignity is owed respect.  The respect is targeted to the thing with dignity.  And there is a mandatory quality to the relation of attitude to dignity.  Though the relation is not as strong, this is much like the relation between admiration and merit or approval and praiseworthiness.  In contrast, though we may recognize the goodness of certain things, we are not thereby committed to desiring them.  Goodness gives us adequate reason to desire but not sufficient reason.  Dignity gives us mandatory reasons to respect and merit gives us sufficient reason to admire.  I can know that playing the violin in a certain way is good but there is nothing wrong with me if I do not desire it since I have enough things to do already.  But if I do not admire a courageous act of which I am aware or do not respect a person, this is a defect in me.
Fourth, the dignity of a thing is a property that grounds what is owed to, or merited by, the thing with dignity.  The dignity of a thing requires that we suit treatment of each such thing to the properties inherent in it that ground its dignity.  We cannot treat the thing as a mere means to something else nor can we simply ignore it as we would a mere means when it is no longer useful.  And we may not treat a being with dignity as a mere obstacle to be put aside when inconvenient.  Nor can we treat a being with dignity as a mere part of some larger thing.
Fifth, dignity is a property connected with the moral status of a thing and it must be a fairly basic status.  Dignity, in the sense that I am discussing, is something that determines the moral status of all or nearly all human beings.  I am thinking of a property of nearly all human beings.  It need not be shared equally, and there may be disagreement about the exact composition of the set of human beings to which it applies.  These will require more than conceptual analysis to establish.  But it must be a property which nearly all human beings can have. Furthermore, though the role of the dignity of persons must be quite basic in a moral theory, it need not be as basic as say the foundation of contractarianism as Stephen Darwall would have it.  That too must be argued substantively, as Darwall has tried to do.

Sixth, what has dignity in the sense that I am describing has at least a very great weight relative to other goods. That said, dignity need not be a value that allows of no comparisons at all, at least as a conceptual matter.  It may be that a particular account of the ground of dignity of persons may have implications about the incomparable value of persons, but this will have to be argued on substantive grounds.

Seventh, putting together the last two observations, in general, persons must not be sacrificed for the sake of greater well being for others.  It cannot be justified to visit serious harm on one person for the sake of the greater happiness of others, special circumstances such as criminal desert aside.  The preservation of persons, the proper treatment of each person separately is something that the dignity of persons supports.  It may not be, and indeed probably isn’t, a value that has lexical priority over all other values (what could have such a value?).  But it might be possible to argue for such lexical priority given a particular account of the grounds of dignity.

It must be granted that it is possible that no such value exists.  So it may turn out that we cannot make sense of this value or that nothing could ground such a value and that it must be abandoned.  We will need some kind of argument for its existence and for the importance of this value in morality.  I believe that I can supply one once I have discussed the various grounds of dignity.  

My intention in what follows is to discuss a few conceptions of the grounds of dignity and then to weigh the relative merits of these different accounts of the grounds.  I will not be discussing all of the different accounts that are worthy of discussion.  In this paper I will confine myself to a number of accounts that are plausibly connected to Kant’s moral and political philosophy and I will compare these with an account that I will defend.

The Pure Self-Determination View

The pure self-determination view asserts that persons have dignity to the extent that persons are self-determining.  The self-determination of persons is the ground of the dignity of persons and the basis of the duties of respect for persons.  This view is present in part in Kant, though perhaps only as a necessary condition of human dignity and not a sufficient condition.  It does seem to be a classical view.  It seems to be a view defended by Giovanni Pico della Mirandola in his Oration on the Dignity of Man.  The basic idea can be taken from Kant.  It involves the two aspects of freedom Kant describes in the Groundwork.  First, a person is self-determining to the extent that it is independent of the causal order and is not a mere effect of natural causes.  This is what Kant calls the negative concept of freedom of the will.  Second, a person is self-determining to the extent that it is master of itself.  Not only is it not the effect of other causes, it is what it is because of its own action.  This is necessary presumably because mere negative freedom is compatible with a completely random or arbitrary process.  Such a process cannot be thought of as self-determining and it is hard to see how it could be thought of as having any dignity.  


The trouble with the self-determination view as I have laid it out here is that it is hard to give sense to the idea of self-mastery even if we leave the question of negative freedom open.  How can something be self-mastered if what it is is entirely determined by itself?  It would seem that unless the being has some nature that is capable of acting in a certain way that is peculiar to it, it cannot be self-mastered.  What it is is not brought about by anything and certainly not by itself.  If it were brought about by itself then it would have a nature that enabled it to do this and this nature could not itself be produced by the very same being.  Such a production must be a kind of arbitrary and random process if it is to be independent of causality.  So either we must think of self-determination in a more limited way than complete self-mastery or we must think that this account of self-determination is incoherent and incompatible with the dignity of the self-determining being.

Moral Self-Determination

So the question for the self-determination view is whether it can be elaborated in a way that does not allow the arbitrary and the random to take over.  Kant’s view seems to have been that precisely this is the case for moral self-determination.  As he thinks of it, the will is self determining when it is a law unto itself.  And his conception of this is that the will is self-determining when it is under the moral law, which law it imposes on itself.  But the self-imposition seems to be the result of the fact that the law is one that constitutes the very nature of the will.  Practical reason is a necessary constituent of the will and morality is the foremost requirement of practical reason.  Hence, being subject to the moral law is at the same time being subject to a law that one imposes on oneself.  This is meant to be compatible in human beings with the fact that the will can be subjectively determined by subjective conditions such as inclination.


Kant seems to think that the dignity of persons grounded in self-determination is presupposed by morality.  This is what I understand the following passage from Kant to imply:  

“Duty!…what origin is there worthy of you, and where is to be found the root of your noble descent which proudly rejects all kinship with the inclinations, descent from which is the indispensable condition of that worth which human beings alone can give themselves? … It is nothing other than personality, that is, freedom and independence from the mechanism of the whole of nature, regarded nevertheless as also a capacity of a being subject to special laws – namely pure practical laws given by his own reason, so that a person as belonging to the sensible world is subject to his own personality insofar as he also belongs to the intelligible world; for it is then not to be wondered at that a human being, as belonging to both worlds, must regard his own nature in reference to this second and highest vocation only with reverence, and its law with the highest respect. 

On this origin are based many expressions that indicate the worth of objects according to moral ideals. … A human being is indeed unholy enough but the humanity in his person must be holy to him.”
 

I will not evaluate the argument presented above suggesting that duty presupposes the moral self-determination of persons.  What I am primarily concerned with is with the question of whether the moral self-determination of persons can support the idea that persons have dignity in the sense that I have described above and that Kant seems to be advocating.



Before proceeding, I want to distinguish two different ways in which the dignity of persons or the idea of humanity as an end in itself can be understood in these and other passages in Kant.
  Let us call one the thick or substantive account of dignity and the other the thin or formal account of human dignity.  On the thin account, the notion of dignity is not a substantive value that imposes requirements on rational action.  It is rather another way of getting at the requirement that one submit to universal law, a universal law that all rational beings can accept.  Kant says lower down on the same page that: 

“Just because of this every will, even every person’s own will directed to himself, is restricted to the condition of agreement with the autonomy of the rational being, that is to say, such a being is not to be subjected to any purpose that is not possible in accordance with a law that could arise from the will of the affected subject himself; hence this subject is to be used never merely as a means but as at the same time an end.”

Here it appears that the dignity of the person and the need to treat every person as an end is satisfied by ensuring that the treatment accords with universal law.  The passage above appears not to impose a substantive constraint on what that universal law affirms.  It appears to affirm that treatment as an end is guaranteed by treatment in accordance with universal law that every rational being can accept.
  

The dignity of the person does not emerge from this passage as imposing substantive constraints on how one may treat persons but is merely another way of getting at the idea that self-imposed universal law is the true basis of morality.  It is compatible with this way of formulating the relation of the moral law to dignity that the dignity of persons is respected even if all universal laws make no mention of humanity or persons.  We would need to work out the full implications of this approach to determine whether a substantive account of dignity would actually be the result of this procedure.  I have some doubts as to whether this can be done for reasons briefly stated below.


But Kant does seem to think and certainly seems to say at various points that the dignity of persons grounds substantive constraints on how one may treat persons.  The illustrative examples of the formula of humanity given in the Groundwork suggest this more substantive reading of the dignity of persons.  One may not lie or make a false promise to another because of the humanity in that other.  One may not commit suicide because of the humanity in oneself.  One must help others in need because of their humanity.  These are ways in which one treats humanity in oneself and in others as ends in themselves.  And the principal passage in which Kant introduces the idea of dignity in the Groundwork suggests that Kant is thinking of dignity as a special kind of value to be contrasted with what has a price.
  And certainly passages in the Metaphysics of Morals suggest a more substantive reading of the import of idea of humanity as an end in itself and the dignity of persons.  For instance, Kant says in the quote above that “Freedom (independence from being constrained by another’s choice), insofar as it can coexist with the freedom of every other in accordance with a universal law, is the only original right belonging to every man by virtue of his humanity.”   And the value of humanity is used in a variety of places to support various duties to oneself and others in the Doctrine of Ethics.


My purpose in this paper is not to take a position on this debate between substantive and formal readings of Kant’s statements about the dignity of persons.  I am simply concerned with the question of whether a substantive value of the dignity of persons can be grounded in rational nature.  This is a worthwhile project, I think, because Kant has certainly been interpreted by many scholars and by many influential political documents as affirming such a value and because the value itself has been affirmed in many prominent political documents.  Whether Kant himself actually affirmed a doctrine of the dignity of the person in the substantive sense, it has become one of the most important components of modern moral and political thought.  And Kant’s ideas interpreted in a substantive way have been cited as presenting the grounds of this doctrine.


The question is, can the dignity of persons, grounded in moral self-determination be the basis of these kinds of moral constraints?  Kant has argued that the idea of duty presupposes the dignity of moral self-determination.  I will not question that argument.  What I am concerned with is whether moral self-determination can be a ground for the dignity of persons understood in a substantive way as imposing substantive constraints on how one may treat persons.  

I have a number of worries about this view.  First, I worry that moral self-determination does not provide a basis for a direct concern for the respect for persons.  Why should moral self-determination of a person matter directly (as opposed to the more indirect route canvassed above) to whether I should lie to that person or make a false promise to them?  Why should moral self-determination matter to whether I should help a person in need?  How does it in any way show that I should be concerned to help a person advance his or her contingent aims?  These are the products of inclination.
Let us explore this question by two routes.  One, if moral self-determination is the basis of the dignity of persons then we should be able to see that the forms of immoral action described above undermine or interfere with the capacity for moral self-determination or its exercise.  Or, two, if moral self-determination is the basis of the dignity of persons then we should be able to see that we are treating it merely as a means in the forms of immoral action above.
Forms of coercion, harm, deception and indifference to another’s fate do not seem generally to interfere with or undermine that person’s exercise of the capacity of moral self-determination.    One does not normally undermine a person’s capacity to act morally in any way by coercing or deceiving them or failing to aid them.  Nor does one normally destroy that capacity or fail to preserve it by doing any of these things.  It is not clear that one undermines this capacity by treating another as a mere means either.  Furthermore, it is not clear how one can undermine the exercise of this capacity by any of these means.  The capacity and its exercise normally remain entirely intact for Kant under the circumstances these actions create for a person.  To be sure, some forms of coercion, harm, deception and indifference to others may setback their moral self-determination.  In particular, murder, severe maiming, deceiving a person into acting in a way that they would reject were they better informed and failure to come to their aid in the most dire circumstances may each contribute to setting back the moral capacities.  But these are a limited set of cases that do not encompass all the kinds of protections usually required by the attribution of dignity to persons.
If we proceed on the basis of the formula of humanity, and we think of the humanity in a person as that person’s capacity to impose the moral law on himself, then we must ask what kinds of treatment constitute treating this capacity as a mere means.  

Perhaps if I stop a person from doing what she thinks is the right thing to do I am treating her humanity as a mere means to my own ends.  Or if I deceive a person so that she does something she thinks is right even though it is the wrong thing to do, I have treated her humanity (understood as moral self-determination) as a mere means to my ends.  If I interfere with or intentionally misdirect a person’s exercise of her moral capacity merely in order to advance aims of my own then I treat her humanity as a mere means.  But it seems clear that this way of thinking of respect for humanity will not say anything about why it is wrong to coerce, harm, deceive or fail to aid someone in need in most cases.   For in most cases of these kinds of action, the exercise of the moral capacity is not at issue and so it is not clear why respect for humanity (qua capacity for moral self-determination) will rule out these forms of treatment.  For instance, if someone chooses to pursue the career of a lawyer rather than a doctor, and we block her choice because we would like her to be a doctor, it is hard to see how respect for moral self-determination will help us see why this is problematic.  The choice and the forcible interference do not involve moral choice or capacities.

In sum, the first worry about grounding the dignity of persons in moral self-determination is that it is too narrow a basis for underwriting the usual moral requirements on action that are usually thought to flow from a conception of human dignity.  As a consequence it appears that human dignity as we usually understand it is not grounded in moral self-determination. 

The second worry is connected to the old criticism of empty formalism.  In effect this worry states that the difference between the pure self-determination view and the moral self-determination view is not all that great once one sees that the self-imposition of law is not sufficient to generate a genuine set of moral duties.  One version of this idea here is that the idea of self-imposition of law is not sufficient to generate any of the formulations of the categorical imperatives.  The second version of this is that even if it is sufficient to generate the formula of universal law or the formula of humanity, neither of these is sufficiently determinate to generate any concrete duties.  I think that both of these worries are quite serious but I do not have anything more to say about them than has already been said so I will leave the issue at that.

The consequence of this is that either one abandons the idea that there is moral self-determination or one must acknowledge that moral self-determination involves a great deal of arbitrariness and randomness.  In neither case does the idea of moral self-determination provide a ground for human dignity.
Rational Self-Determination: The Power to Set Ends

Some scholars have suggested that, for Kant, the ground of the dignity of persons must lie in the power to set ends that each person possesses.  To see this it is useful to explore what is called the “regress argument.”  This is an argument attributed to Kant as part of an interpretation of the argument for the formula of humanity in the second section of the Groundwork.  A number of scholars have endorsed this interpretation of Kant and some have thought that it is a good argument.  Since it seems to be a principal route to understanding the idea of the dignity of persons it is worth discussing here.
  


In the second section of the Groundwork, Kant undertakes a defense of three formulations of the categorical imperative.  All three of the arguments take as a premise that there is a categorical imperative and ask what conditions must be true of the categorical imperative if there is to be a categorical imperative.  The second formulation of the categorical imperative enjoins us to act so that you treat humanity both within your self and others never merely as means but always also as ends in themselves.  There are two parts to the argument leading this conclusion.  The first argues that if there is a categorical imperative there must be something of absolute value that can be thought of as the objective end of a will that determines itself to act in conformity with the categorical imperative.  The will always determines itself to act for the sake of an end (not necessarily to be promoted).  Normally, the end is one that is given in part by inclination.  But when the will determines itself to act in conformity with the categorical imperative, it must put aside all contingent and arbitrary ends and so only an objective end of absolute worth can fit the bill.  Hence, if there is a categorical imperative, there must be an end that has absolute worth and that all rational beings must take as an objective end.

The second strand of argument then attempts to determine what the objective end is.  Here Kant argues that humanity is the objective end.  It is an end in itself and has absolute worth.  It is this argument that is interpreted by a number of leading scholars to be the regress argument.  The basic structure of the argument attributed to Kant proceeds from the assumption that we think that our ends are objective ends or have a kind of objective value.  It is then asked where this objective value could come from.  Kant eliminates, according to this interpretation, the objects of our inclinations and our inclinations themselves as candidates for the source of objective value.  Ends determined by these means have only conditional value.  Whether I have the end of eating ice cream or not depends on my inclinations.  But whether it is important for me to act on my inclinations or not is also conditional on whether I accept these inclinations.  The question then becomes, what could be the source of the value of these particular ends that we pursue?  The materials canvassed so far have at best conditional value or can confer only conditional value.  How is it that this conditional value becomes objectively valuable?  

Now since Kant appears to be committed to the idea that aside from the objective end associated with the categorical imperative, inclinations are the only source of value, he has exhausted the field of possible sources of value except rational choice itself.  So the argument then must state that if our ends are objective ends, then it must be that rational nature confers the objective value on the ends that it chooses to pursue.  The fact that rational nature sets the ends is what makes those ends have objective value.  This must be understood, as Wood insists, as saying that the objective goodness of the ends is conferred by the choice of a rational being.  It is not merely that the rational being is the cause of the possession of good ends.  Its choice of ends is sufficient to make the ends objectively good.

The next move in the argument states that only if rational nature has a certain kind of authority can it make the ends it sets for itself objective ends.  The authority of rational nature is the sufficient condition under which we have objective ends at all.  This authority is not merely the authority of a reliable indicator, it is like an authority that we must esteem and respect in order for us to take its advice or prescriptions as authoritative.

So we have reason to think that our ends are objective ends only to the extent that we have reason to esteem and respect our rational nature, which sets them.  From this it is inferred that “if rational nature is the source of all objective goodness, then it must be the most fundamental object of respect or esteem, since if it is not respected as objectively good, then nothing else can be treated as objectively good.”

Therefore, it is concluded, rational nature must be an end in itself.  It must have a dignity that is absolute and beyond comparison.  Note how this overcomes the narrowness worries relating to the idea that moral self-determination is the ground of dignity.  Here it is the power to set ends generally that grounds the dignity of persons.  As a consequence, the value of the dignity of persons grounds restrictions on the kinds of coercion, harm, deception and failure to aid that it could not were it grounded in moral self-determination.  Respect for that dignity enjoins us not to interfere with, harm, deceive or fail to aid a person whenever these would set back a person’s capacity for choice or its exercise even in cases where morality is not the deciding factor.  In the example of the person who has chosen to pursue the career of lawyer, we would be interfering with the exercise of choice were we to require them to be a doctor.   


Now as an interpretation of Kant this argument has been subject to some very serious criticisms, though to my knowledge its defenders have not abandoned it.
  But aside from its adequacy as an interpretation of Kant there are serious grounds for wondering how good an argument it is.  


There are a number of points, however, where we can take issue with this argument.  First, it seems merely to assume that there are no objective values independent of desire and choice.
  This is a well known objection and it will play a role in my subsequent discussion.  

Second, it is simply not clear on this account how rational nature can confer value on its object.   The materials with which rational nature can confer value are the moral law itself and inclination.   On this account, when choosing among morally permissible ends, rational nature seems to confer value on ends by selecting inclinations.  But we have been given no reason for selecting some ends over others among the morally permissible.  And it seems that Kant has supplied us with no materials with which to do this.  Donald Regan argues that if the only thing rational nature is able to do is to select desires to act on for apparently no particular reason it is hard to see how the rational nature that does this can actually confer value on its object.  This rational nature seems to be essentially engaged either in the activity of arbitrary self-launching or arbitrarily picking desires that move the person to action.  How does this confer value on the desire or the action that is consequent upon the desire?  Rational nature seems to have no criteria for selecting one desire over another and it does not seem to have the transformative character that it would seem to have to have in order for it to make it be the case that inclinations ground value.
One possibility is that setting oneself an end “is an act of freedom, involving a judgment by reason that the end is good, at least relative to our desires and conditional on the judgment that they should be satisfied.”
  I am not sure what is meant here but it might mean that rational nature at least must vet inclinations in terms of the moral law.  And it can filter out inclinations that are incompatible with the moral law.  Rational nature acts as a filter for separating out inclinations that are compatible with the moral law and those that are not.  

But the question still remains, how can this make the inclinations that are selected objectively good?  Or how can it make the objects of those inclinations objectively good?  What it seems to do is suggest that they are not objectively bad and that is all.  For the rest, the capacity for rational choice seems simply to be picking antecedently given desires for no apparent reason.  Aside from the filter provided by the moral law, it has no basis for choosing one rather than another.  I don’t see how this can confer value on the desires or on their objects.  As a consequence, the value conferring character of rational nature must remain in doubt.  

Furthermore, it is hard to see how such a being can have dignity.
  What is there to admire or respect here?  Where is the vaunted authority that is supposed to characterize rational nature understood in this way (aside from the moral law)?

This is connected with another worry relating to this argument that has been advanced by a number of authors.  The premise of the argument is alleged to be that as agents we are committed to our ends having some kind of objective value.  But then it is argued that it is by virtue of our having chosen the end that it has objective value.  But this seems completely mysterious since the materials out of which our ends are constructed are our desires (again putting aside moral aims) and a capacity to structure our maxims in terms of rules.  This seems completely contrary to the experience of decision making and choice of ends when we think of our ends as objective ends.  Our experience, rather, is that of attempting to evaluate our ends by objective standards that are independent of our desires.  And those standards are also independent of our activity of choosing for the most part.  Indeed, we take care to choose in accordance with standards of choice that are independent of our choosing and this holds for prudential choice as well as moral choices.  What the ordinary experience of decision making and choice seems to reveal is that we are committed to independent standards by which to evaluate choice.
  

This last remark connects with the first.  It is precisely to the extent that the rational capacity is capable of appreciating and applying objective standards of evaluation that gives us the sense that it has a dignity.  But if this is right then it is not clear that the regress argument can work since the objectivity of value would be established without bringing in rational nature.


The puzzling character of the relation of rational nature to value comes out in one of the deepest explorations of the relation among recent scholars of the relation of reason to value in Kant.  Christine Korsgaard is the original defender of the thesis that Kant advances a regress argument for the thesis that humanity is an end in itself.  We will explore another variant of this interpretation in the next section but for now it is worth dwelling on Korsgaard’s view.  The central argument can be seen from the following quotes.  “Suppose that you make a choice, and you believe what you have opted for is a good thing.  How can you justify it or account for its goodness?”
  Korsgaard then proceeds to show how Kant might argue against various justifications for the ends we choose such as that the ends are objects of inclination, parts of happiness and inclination.  After reviewing all the alternatives she thinks Kant considers, she says: “We have not yet discovered what if anything makes the object of your choice good and so your choice rational.”
  So failing any justification of our ends, she says: “Kant’s answer … is that what makes the object of your rational choice good is that it is the object of rational choice. … rational choice itself makes its object good.” 


What makes this argument deeply mysterious to me is the move from the claim that we seem not to be able to find a rational justification of our ends to the claim that the ends are made objectively good through our rational choice.  It looks like the premise of the argument undermines the conclusion.  For, how, in general, can choice be rational if it is not or cannot be based on any rational justification?
  If there is in principle no rational justification for the particular choices of ends people make, how can we attribute rational choice of ends to them at all?
  And yet the argument asserts that because we cannot find any justification for our ends it must be that their objective value derives from their having been rationally chosen.


What the argument cries out for here is a conception of the objectivity of value that is independent of rational choice and that provides some way in which choices of ends can be rationally justified.  Only in this way can it make sense to talk of rational choice of ends.  But this would seem to undermine the regress argument.  So if I understand the argument properly it appears that the regress argument is self-defeating.  


Most important, it seems that from these considerations the dignity of persons cannot be grounded in the power to set ends generally if we limit ourselves to the materials Kant provides us.   At most Kant gives us reason to think that the moral capacity is the ground of human dignity and this, as we saw, is too narrow a ground for the purposes that the notion of human dignity is usually thought to serve.  Beyond moral choice, choice of ends seems essentially arbitrary given the materials Kant has provided.  Once we look at rational nature as merely engaged in choice for no good reason, then it looks like the process of choosing is essentially arbitrary.  Indeed, it is hard to describe this process as one of choosing at all let alone rational choosing.  And from this it is hard to think of the being that engages in this “choice” as having a dignity.  Only if there is a way to establish that choice is not arbitrary can rational choice of ends be vindicated.   And only then can we begin to approach the question of the dignity of persons in the general form it is usually thought to have.

Rational Nature and Authority

We have seen that there is reason to worry about the alleged value conferring character of rational choice.  But the argument requires much more than these problematic premises, as we have seen above.  Let us suppose that the fact that rational nature has chosen an end is a sufficient condition of the end’s objective value.  The fact of rational choice confers value on the object of choice.  Now the question is, what implication does this have for our understanding of the value of the rational capacity that makes this choice?  It is important to explain the move from the conferring of value on an object of rational choice to the idea that rational nature has absolute value or is unconditionally valuable.  
To see this worry, we need to explore some different ways in which choice is thought to be the basis of the value of the object of choice.  It is particularly difficult when we are talking about the idea that rational choice is the basis of all value.  Once we attempt to model the idea of a source of all goodness we have few if any models to work with.  Consider some standard accounts of the sources of value that Kant rejects.
  Those who think that desire or sentiment are the ultimate sources of value do not thereby think that desire or sentiment are themselves valuable, let alone pre eminently valuable.  These have been thought by some to be sources of something like objective value in the sense that all persons have similar value creating desires or sentiments.  But in the case of these potential value conferring things no one is tempted by the thought that they have great value.  To be sure, this claim does not refute the thesis that rational nature is an end in itself just by virtue of being the source of all value.  Still it does cast considerable doubt on the general thesis that something that makes the goodness of the good things must itself be valuable.   So, we need an argument for the thesis that rational nature is an end in itself even if it is the source of all goodness. 

One argument proceeds by saying that rational nature has a kind of authority analogous to an authority whose advice we esteem.  It says that we can only esteem this advice if we have esteem for the authority.  And it concludes that with the most basic kind of authority such as that of rational nature, we must give it the most fundamental kind of esteem and think of it as an end in itself.
  The analogy then with the case of rational nature is that insofar as the authority’s advice gives reason to believe or act in accordance with what is advised it has a kind of value conferring status.  And from this it is inferred that the authority itself must be esteemed.

But this is a perplexing inference.  The notion of authority is left very much in the air.  We need to explore this notion a lot further to determine the value of the argument.

Let us first divide authorities into theoretical and practical authorities.  The reference to advice suggests that we are to think of rational nature on analogy with a kind of theoretical authority.  Theoretical authorities are those who are experts in some body of knowledge, perhaps with important practical implications such as economists.  When an expert of this sort gives us advice that falls within the domain of her expertise and we do not think of ourselves as experts in this domain, we take the advice as reason to accept what we have been advised to think or do.  We do value these authorities and the advice they give, and the advice they offer gives us reason to accept the truth of certain beliefs or that a certain course of action is desirable or admirable.  In this sense the advice does create in us reasons for action.

But it is hard to see how the analogy with an expert advisor will help make sense of how rational nature is inherently valuable because it confers value on the objects of its choice.  The main problem is that there are independent standards on good expert advice and we value the advisors to the extent that we have a sense that their advice lives up to these independent standards.  In the case of theoretical authorities, we value their advice to the extent that we think that they know what they are talking about and this involves some kind of correspondence between what they say and the facts about which they speak. Furthermore, we do not think of them as ends in themselves.  We do not value them as unconditionally valuable.  Our valuing them is conditional on the quality of the advice they give us.  Hence if we are trying to figure out how rational nature can be intrinsically valuable by virtue of its being the ultimate source of the goodness of things, the analogy with an advisor will not help us.  Rational nature cannot have authority over us on the account we are considering in the sense of a theoretical authority because there are independent standards for evaluating theoretical authority.
Perhaps the idea is that rational nature is like a kind of practical authority.  A practical authority can create genuinely new reasons for action.  It in some way does confer value on some actions.  But here there are many different kinds of practical authority.  Restricting our focus to political authorities we can discern constitutional or constituent authority, legislative authority, executive authority, judicial authority and perhaps administrative and police authority.  I think we can limit our attention to two kinds: legislative and executive authority.  The latter kind of authority seems to be primarily connected with applying law or independent standards to particular cases or with crafting policies and plans that apply legislation.  Its value is primarily instrumental.  It does not seem like a good analogue with rational nature at least as Kant is conceiving of it.
Legislative authority is often taken to be a kind of supreme authority within certain limits.  It is a closer analogue to the case of the end setting and goodness making powers of rational nature.  There can be of course different ways in which this authority is legitimate.  It can be instrumentally legitimate as in Hobbes’s theory of authority.  In this case, the sovereign issues orders that give me reasons for compliance and thus in some sense confers value on my compliance, but it is by no means thought of as an end in itself.  We do not esteem it independently of its capacity to achieve peace.  And the reasons for compliance are ultimately connected with the aim of social peace.  

There are however some accounts of the legitimacy of authority that give the authority a kind of inherent authority.  Perhaps this provides the key to how rational nature can be an end in itself.  I have in mind consent theories of the legitimacy of authority and democratic theories.
  According to the first kind, authority has legitimacy and thereby has a right to rule if it is based on the consent of the governed.  The governed have reasons to do what they have been directed to do because they have consented to the authority that gives the directives. And this reason is in some sense created by the directives of the legitimate authority.  The reasons are content independent, that is, they derive not from the content of the directives but from the fact that they come from a certain source. The authority imposes duties.  Legitimate authority confers a kind of value on certain kinds of actions that are described as compliance.  I think something sufficiently like this for our purposes occurs in the case of democratic conceptions of legitimacy.

What one should notice in these cases is that though the notion of inherently legitimate authority involves a right to rule that imposes duties on citizens, it is ultimately derived from deeper moral values such as the freedom and equality of persons.  The duties are imposed only on condition that the authority satisfies these moral requirements on the whole and the values are satisfied in the production of the particular directives.  So not only must the authority be consented to or be democratic, it must be that the particular duties it imposes accord in some way with what has been consented to or with democratic procedure.  

Another thing to note, and this is connected with the first point, is that we do not think of the authority as an end in itself.  The legitimacy of the authority is conditional on its realization of certain values.  Indeed, I take it for a necessary truth that all legitimate political authority (whether inherent or instrumental) is ultimately grounded in antecedent moral values, so that the authority would be illegitimate if it failed to satisfy these antecedent moral values.  As a consequence, such an authority would not produce duties in the citizens.

Once again the analogy between rational nature and authority seems to break down precisely at the point where the supposed inference to the unconditional goodness of rational nature is to be supported.  So if we are looking to forms of authority that some have with respect to others, it is not clear that we can find a good analogue with rational nature, which is not meant to be conditional on any other value. 

Let us see if there are cases of this kind of authority in persons relating to themselves in some way.  I think we say, with some stretching, that individuals have authority over themselves in cases of individual rights and in the cases of certain normative powers.  They have rights to do certain things or to be protected in the possession of certain things and they have some discretion over what to do and how to do it.  In this respect, some attribution of authority over them is part of the right.  People have powers to make contracts or not and to forgive the violation of contracts made to them.  

Some of these activities have value conferring power in the sense that they can alter one’s own duties towards others and the duties of others with respect to certain actions and things.  For instance if I make a promise to another, I obligate myself to the other on condition that the promise is accepted.  If I forgive another of a debt to me, I release the other from the obligation to me.  If I legitimately acquire new property, I create duties in others not to interfere with the objects that have been made my property.  I have some kind of authority in these cases in the sense that only I (or someone to whom I have delegated my authority) can do these things with the normative effects that they have.  And they do have normative effects on me and others.

Does the fact that I have this authority imply that I am an end in itself?  I do not think so.  One reason for this is that I can transfer this power to some group of persons who can make decisions for me.  But possession of this authority by the group does not make the group an end in itself.  

Does the fact that I have the ultimate authority in these cases imply that I am an end in itself?  Here it looks like there is a kind of authority coupled with a value conferring status where the authority is a kind of end in itself.  The person who gets to decide on certain matters and who is the source of obligations in himself and others is a being that we value for its own sake.  And it is because we value this being for its own sake that we give it a certain limited authority over certain matters.  

Is this a way of vindicating the idea that because rational nature is the source of all value it must be an end in itself?  I do not think so.  In some cases, it appears that the basis of these rights is a useful convention while in others it may be something deeper.  Whether property is merely a useful convention or not and whether contract is a useful convention or not is a matter of some controversy.  But it is clear that some elements of property and contract are matters of convention, which elements enable people to change obligations in themselves or others.  And it seems at least possible that these phenomena are all essentially conventional.  In this case, individuals would have the authority to change their own and others’ obligations without this being grounded in their being ends in themselves.
I think we have reached a point where we can see that none of the ordinary forms of authority can help us see how from the fact that one thing confers value on another we can infer that the value conferring entity is an end in itself.  Every model of a value conferring entity or of an authority that has normative power I can think of either does not have the status of an unconditional good or does not license the inference to thesis that the entity is an end in itself.  So I must tentatively conclude that the inference from the value conferring character of rational nature to the intrinsic goodness of rational nature cannot be supported.
There is another internal puzzle about the argument we have been considering.  Let us state it in one of its principal formulations.  “If rational nature is in this way the prescriptive source of all objective goodness, then it must be the most fundamental object of respect or esteem, since if it is not respected as objectively good, then nothing else can be treated as objectively good.”

First, the antecedent of the first claim seems in tension with the consequent.  To say that rational nature is the source of all objective goodness is to suggest that rational nature is the source of its own objective goodness.  But it is hard to see how this is compatible with the whole argument.  For now we must say that because rational nature is the source of its own objective goodness, it must be objectively good.  If it is not the source of its own objective goodness, then rational nature is not the source of all objective goodness.  But if it is the source of its own objective goodness, then we must ask by what title it can confer this value on itself and there cannot be an answer to this question except that it confers the value on itself.  But this it cannot do unless it is already objectively good according to the argument.  So we seem to have stumbled on a kind of paradox that is contained in the inference from the idea that rational nature is the source of all goodness to the thesis that it is a fundamental good.  

Let me summarize the argument that I have given concerning the idea that the power to set ends is the basis of human dignity.  I have argued that the regress argument that some have attributed to Kant cannot succeed in establishing that rational nature is an end in itself.  I argued first that there is something puzzling, perhaps even self-defeating, about the very idea of rational nature conferring value on objects that do not already have value or for which there is no antecedent rational justification for attributing value.   And I have argued that even if that idea can be made sense of, there seems to be no reason to accept the inference to the thesis that rational nature is an end in itself.  Indeed there seems to be something puzzling in the very idea that rational nature could both be the source of all value and that it is an end in itself.

I have spent a lot of time with this argument because it is a powerful and interesting argument.  But I also think that the difficulties I believe are present in the argument are testimony to the fundamental problem of the idea of the dignity of persons in Kant.  The basic problem is that it is not at all clear how persons can have dignity by virtue of their rational nature when there are no values independent of rational nature in terms of which it can rationally justify its choices of ends.  To me this suggests that if the dignity of persons is connected with rational nature, this can only be the case if there are values that are independent of rational nature.

So far I have attempted to determine what if anything can be the ground of the dignity of persons in Kant’s moral philosophy.  I have discussed three alternative views: the pure self-determination view, the moral self-determination view and the power to set ends view.  I have found all three of these possible views wanting as grounds for establishing the dignity of persons.  I have pursued one recent strategy for establishing the dignity of persons in some detail: the regress argument.  I have failed to find a fully satisfactory ground of the dignity of persons in Kant.  Of course, I may not have given Kant a fair go but I do not know of any other way to ground the dignity of persons in Kant’s moral thought.

An Alternative Account of the Dignity of Persons

In the rest of this paper I will sketch an alternative account of the dignity of persons, which starts essentially from a conception of the person that is meant to avoid what I take to be the principal weakness in Kant’s view. In essence, that difficulty, as I see it, is rooted in the denial of any other source of value in the world aside from persons.  It is only by virtue of these other values that rational nature can exercise its distinctive capacities in a way that makes it worthy of respect.

My hypothesis is that the humanity of a person is that person’s capacity to recognize, appreciate, engage with, harmonize with and produce intrinsic goods.  It is in virtue of this feature of human beings, that they bring something unique and distinctive to the world and that they have a dignity worthy of respect.  They are capable of seeing the value in the world.  They see the values of life, beauty, natural order and pleasure among other things.  They are also capable of appreciating these values.  They enjoy them; they celebrate and affirm these values.  And, the appreciation, enjoyment and love of valuable things are in themselves of great value.  

Human beings are also capable of engaging with these values and harmonizing with these values.  They can make their lives be in harmony with the values of life and beauty and they do this because they appreciate and love these values and want to be part of a world that includes them.  They are also capable of producing valuable things.  They are capable of bringing about justice in their relations with each other.  They are creators of beauty and culture and they concern themselves with bringing about happiness in others.  And they can make their lives harmonize with natural order by pursuing ecologically friendly forms of living.  They do this once again because they appreciate and love these values. 

Rational nature consists, on this account, in the capacity to appreciate value, to order one’s life in accordance with it and to produce value.  The appreciation of value involves the exercise of the rational capacities in a number of ways.  The recognition of value is one such way.  The ability to use one’s reason to develop an appreciation of value is another because intrinsic values can be complex.  Rational nature enables one to order one’s life in accordance with a conception of intrinsic value and also enables one to produce value.  In addition, rational nature enables one to modify one’s emotions and feeling so that one comes to enjoy the excellent and the good and love these and experiences anger at the unjust and pain in the presence of evil. As a consequence one can also determine one’s hopes, angers and pride in accordance with a just appreciation of value.  In these ways, not only does rational nature determine action, it also determines character.  Rational embodied beings thus are able to bring about a kind of unity between thought, action and feeling.
Furthermore rational nature is concerned with ordering the many values it appreciates.  The realm of values is highly pluralistic.  These values can clash with one another and it is not really possible for any single human being to appreciate more than a small fraction of all the kinds of values in the world.  One consequence of this pluralism and conflict is that people are often confused and led astray in action.  It is part of the function of rational nature to try to come up with reasonable solutions to the conflicts of value that we experience all the time.  But we often fail at this task.

Value has a reality independent of what people think or feel about it.  There are objects in the world that have value independent of persons and these objects are appreciated and enjoyed by persons.  These are person-independent values.  But many objects of value are realized through the self-conscious and autonomous activity of persons.  Social justice, knowledge, art, friendship as well as the appreciation and enjoyment of valuable things are products of self-conscious and autonomous activity.  Call these person-dependent values.  Persons do not merely cause these things to come about as say a river causes the conditions of life to come about; they realize these things self-consciously and through their own activity because they appreciate them.  And it is the fact that they bring them about self-consciously, and as a result of their appreciation, which gives the values their special quality.  

Consider the difference between looking at a particular formation of stone as merely a natural object and looking at that same formation as the product of a self-conscious attempt to realize beauty and express something about the values of life by a human being.  We can appreciate the beauty of the natural rock formation, but when we look at it as a work of art, the product of self-conscious human activity and as displaying an appreciation of value, it takes on a whole new dimension of value. 


Though person-dependent value is dependent on persons and their activities as rational beings, it nevertheless is good in a way that is independent of what people think or feel is good.  It is just that this kind of good necessarily involves the participation of rational beings in the process.  Indeed its goodness consists in rational beings acting, thinking and feeling in certain ways in relation to each other and to the world around them.  And it is by virtue of rational beings seeing that these are goods that they rationally make these goods their ends.

This new dimension of value derives from the fact that we are thinking of the human being as a kind of authority in the realm of value.  They are authorities in the realm of value in two ways: one, they are uniquely capable of recognizing and appreciating value as well as self-consciously producing it and two, their exercise of this capacity is itself intrinsically valuable.  This authority is in one way analogous to the authority of a judge, who has the capacity of determining what the law is or what a good performance is.  Hence the authority is a recognitional capacity.  And the recognition and appreciation of value itself has intrinsic value.  But the authority also involves the ability to bring about changes in the world in accordance with that recognition.  And this authority of persons also has intrinsic value when it is exercised. So there is intrinsic value in the recognition and appreciation of intrinsic value as well as in the self-conscious production or creation of value.

Though goodness has reality independent of what people think, it is nevertheless possible to account for originality in artistic production just as it is possible to account for originality in scientific or philosophical production.  Though the value of artistic production consists in realizing objective values, originality consists in new ways in which standards are realized and satisfied in new combinations.  It consists in discovery of new combinations of values.

The idea that persons have dignity because they are authorities in the realm of value introduces a distinctive kind of value insofar as the person has value in addition to the various exercises of her capacities and her mental states.  By analogy, we value the love that someone has for us because it derives from an independent being who loves self-consciously and autonomously.   And we value the work of art because it comes from the artist.  In the same way, the value that human beings bring to the world in their appreciation of the world is partly constituted by the fact that it comes from independent beings that are authorities in the realm of value.  


It is the fact that human beings have this highly significant authority in the realm of value that gives them a special status in the world.  We can see this from the following two observations.  To fail to acknowledge the special authority of human beings in the realm of value is to cut oneself off from all the values that are realized in this way.  Think again of the stone sculpture.  If we were to think of this as merely the product of natural forces, we would recognize and appreciate beauty but we would fail to see something fundamental about its value that enhances the value.  It is only once we see it as the product of a human being and we think of this human as not merely being a set of causal forces but in addition being a kind of authority in the realm of value that we come to see the full value of it.

Two, this conception of persons as authorities in the realm of value implies that to treat persons as mere means for bringing about more of the goods they produce (such as appreciation of intrinsic good, creation of intrinsic good) is to fail to acknowledge their special status.  And to sacrifice them for the sake of other intrinsic values is also to fail to acknowledge their status.  It is a status that may not be sacrificed or used merely for the sake of the person-dependent goods because it is more important than they are.  It is more important than they are because it is the main ground of their value.  Again, the analogy with the lover may be helpful.  To use the lover as a means to acquiring love is to miss a fundamental dimension of what love is all about.  It is because the appreciation of the values in the world comes from a being with the kind of authority human beings have that the appreciation is so important.  Indeed, the appreciation, harmonization with and production of value by human beings derives its distinctive character and value from the fact that it is an activity engaged in by a being that has the kind of authority human beings have.


This status of persons is the dignity of persons.  Persons have dignity because they are capable of appreciating and enhancing the value in the world and this capacity involves the autonomous and self-conscious exercise of their capacities.  

There are two different aspects of this value that are worth repeating.  One is that human beings have a special worth as existing things.  Hence, their worth goes beyond the mere valuing of events and states of affairs that is characteristic of consequentialist reasoning.  It is in virtue of certain essential properties of these beings that they are due a certain kind of treatment.  This idea of what is due or owed to something does not work with events or states of affairs.  We do not owe states of affairs or events anything; these are not the sorts of things to which something can be owed or due.

The second feature that is important is that the nature of the worth of persons is not primarily expressed by talk of the promotion of this value.  The primary form of valuation of these kinds of beings is honoring or respecting or acknowledging the dignity of these beings.  Of course, this is consistent with saying that it is important that human beings continue to inhabit the earth and that their survival be promoted.

The only way to acknowledge the special status of human beings as authorities in the realm of value is to make sure that what happens to them and what we do to them be responsive to their special worth when we deal with them.  In other words, it is the status in virtue of which we must make sure that we give each his or her due.  And what is due to this kind of being is that it be enabled to exercise its enormously valuable authority. 

This account of the value of persons, sketchy as it is, attempts to supply the main thing that is lacking in the Kantian conception, in virtue of which it is problematic.  It is an account of rational nature as inherently valuable that grounds that value in the genuine and unique capacity of rational beings to appreciate what is good in the world.  In this case, rational nature does not of itself supply the ground of all other value.  It is what is uniquely capable of appreciating those values and as a consequence it is capable of supplying genuine justification for its selection of ends.  It does this by appealing to independent standards on what good ends for persons are.  Since this appreciation of intrinsic value is itself intrinsically valuable, we can see the basis of value in the activities of rational nature.  In addition, since the appreciation of intrinsic value is valuable to the extent that it arises autonomously within a person, we see a basis for valuing the person as a condition of a certain kind of value.

To be sure, the Kantian approach to value appears to be premised on a denial of the independent reality of value. And this independent reality of value has been the source of perplexity from a metaphysical and epistemological standpoint.
  I cannot provide a full account of these issues here.  But I want to make two related points on this issue: one, the objectivity of value in relation to rational beings seems to me to be the indispensable condition under which we conceive of practical and axiological reflection.  To the extent that we regard action and judgment of value as justified, we regard it as justified by something other than mere subjective states such as desire or pleasure.  And to the extent that we think that there is more, it cannot be the result of mere selection by reason.  In order for reason to play a genuine role in the process of justifying action and judgment, it must have recourse to independent values that it recognizes as such.
 

Two, the denial of the independent reality of value is in part what gets the Kantian view into trouble.  It seems to involve a kind of inconsistency since independent value is not acknowledged to exist in the world even though the value of rational nature does seem to have such value.  On the other hand the denial of the independent reality of value seems to be what makes us question the dignity of rational nature.  In a world without value, rational nature, in particular reason with respect to value and reasons for action appears to be lacking in point.  How can rational nature have any significance in the practical realm if it is incapable of rationally justifying its conception of value?  We have seen how the two principal grounds of the dignity of persons, the power to set ends and moral self-determination, cannot provide adequate grounds for the dignity of persons.  Once the defect in this view is rectified by appeal to independent values, we can restore the idea of the dignity of persons.  
Conclusion

I have argued that Kant’s conception of the dignity of persons is problematic in various ways even though the concept he has introduced is and should be treated as of great and central importance to moral and political thought and action.  I have argued that a better conception of the person that fits the concept is available and ought to be adopted by moral thought.


Though I do not have time to discuss these implications in this paper, I think that the conception of the person I have laid out will have somewhat different implications for moral and political thinking.  First, I think an emphasis in morality and politics on advancing well-being understood as the flourishing of the person is justified by this distinctive conception of the person.  Second, I think a greater emphasis on the just deserts of each person and a notion of distributive justice dependent on it is defensible within the context of this approach.  But these tantalizing remarks are all that I can offer in this paper.
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