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35 

THE VALUE OF AUTONOMY 

BY ROBERT YOUNG 

It is widely argued that autonomy is a character ideal. Supposing that 
to be so, it may seem no hard task to go on to spell out the value of personal 
autonomy. But I, for one, have not found that to be the case, and other 
philosophers have also found it perplexing, which suggests the matter is less 
straightforward than it looks. Indeed, Joel Feinberg has recently written 
that "deriving and explaining the distinctive value of freedom is one of the 
great unfinished tasks of philosophy".1 (Though he wrote this of "freedom" 
his elaboration of the idea accords well with the global or dispositional sense 
of autonomy on which I am focusing.2) 

Feinberg's mention of autonomy's having a "distinctive value" does 
indicate, though, that he sides with one of the two predominant views on 
the topic. These positions are, however, rarely given any extended discussion, 
indeed they seem often to be stated merely to register a particular writer's own 
standpoint. According to one view the value of autonomy is determined by 
the value of the objects of choice (i.e., by what is chosen); this position is 
also sometimes put slightly more broadly as the claim that autonomy derives 
its value from other things which it makes possible. According to the other 
view, autonomy has value in and of itself, independent of what one is free 
to do or bring about; it is valuable for its own sake, or, more accurately, 
worth experiencing or having for its own sake. 

The little that Feinberg says in elaboration of the remark cited above 
aligns him with this second camp and, indeed, with the prevailing strength 
of philosophical opinion.3 I shall begin by more fully characterising the two 
positions which I briefly outlined a moment ago, and then go on to argue 
that though the wide preference for the second view is on the whole well 
placed, there is something to be said as well for the other view. The dis- 

1See his entry, "Behaviour Control: Freedom and Behaviour Control" in Encyclo- 
pedia of Bio-Ethics, ed. W. T. Reich (New York, 1979), vol. I, 93-100. (The remark 
cited appears on p. 100.) To get a fuller picture of his view, though, see also "The 
Interest in Liberty on the Scales", in Values and Morals, ed. A. Goldman and J. Kim 
(Dordrecht, Holland, 1978), 21-35. 

2Much the same holds for Mill whose seminal discussion of liberty I consider below. 
See, e.g., On Liberty in Collected Works of John Stuart Mill, vol. 18, ed. J. M. Robson 
(Toronto, 1977), esp. 263-8, 277. In "Mill versus Paternalism", Ethics, 90 (1980), 470- 
89, Richard Arneson mounts a convincing argument for holding that it is autonomy, 
understood as going beyond freedom, which Mill values highly. 

3Cf., for instance, John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, Mass., 1971), and 
even more explicitly in "Rational and Full Autonomy", Journal of Philosophy, 77 
(1980), 515-35, where he identifies autonomy as non-instrumentally valuable because 
among the "highest order interests of moral personality". Of course this idea ultimately 
is traceable to Kant who in the Groundwork contended that the autonomous person, 
the one who acts on principles he has freely adopted (and which satisfy the categorical 
imperative), derives his dignity and value from this autonomy. 
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36 ROBERT YOUNG 

tinctive contributions of each to an adequate understanding of the value of 
autonomy emerges, I shall argue, when it is recognised that they have 
different primary focuses. The view that the value of autonomy is a function 
of what is chosen is a claim in the realm of "act evaluation". The view that 
autonomy has value independent of what is chosen focuses instead on "agent 
evaluation". Given that autonomy is best understood as a character ideal, 
the second view is the more congenial (allowing that these admittedly crude 
evaluative categories signify something of philosophical importance). None- 
theless, I claim that a place should be found in any account of the value of 
autonomy for the element of truth in the alternative view. I begin by 
characterising this alternative position more fully and then subjecting it to 
criticism. 

I 
The first of our two positions on the value of autonomy is frequently 

said to be a (if not the) utilitarian one. This is because the value of autonomy 
is supposed to be based on the goods which it makes possible: the promotion 
of well-being and the prevention of harm, or, more particularly, the advance- 
ment of self-development and contentment. 

Traditionally such a view has been attributed to John Stuart Mill because 
of his contention (in Ch. 4 of Utilitarianism) that only happiness is desirable 
as an end, and his championing elsewhere of liberty (autonomy). It is taken 
for granted that Mill understood happiness to be distinct from autonomy, 
though as we shall see this was not his view and indeed would have led him 
into inconsistency if it had been. But first let us reconstruct the argument 
as traditionally understood. In Ch. 2 of On Liberty Mill enters the lists to 
argue for the view that autonomy of thought and discussion is causally 
necessary for the discovery and apprehension of truth, and since truth, 
clearly and vividly apprehended, is in turn a necessary condition for the 
realisation of the greatest happiness of the greatest number of people, 
autonomy of thought and discussion is vindicated on utilitarian grounds. 
He mounts a similar argument in relation to the development of individuality, 
and of individual genius in particular, in Ch. 3 of On Liberty.4 So the gist 
of the traditional understanding of Mill's utilitarian defence of the value of 
autonomy is that we cannot make people in general better off (i.e., promote 
their happiness) by restricting individual autonomy. 

These contentions, however, are not obviously true or even very plausible. 
As various writers who support the second position on the value of autonomy 
have pointed out, in, for example, Huxley's Brave New World, autonomy 
is on the whole circumscribed. Its inhabitants are prevented from travelling 
freely, reading whatever they might choose, expressing various opinions and 
so on. (The exceptions in fact prove the rule: Bernard Marx is a rebel of 

4Cf., for example, Robert Ladenson, "Mill's Conception of Individuality", Social 
Theory and Practice, 4 (1977), 167-82. 
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sorts but has been well conditioned for all his intelligent oddness, Helmholtz 
Watson perhaps is free from some of the restrictions imposed on others but 
is far from self-directing, which leaves only John the Savage and the world 
controllers. I leave the latter to one side since Huxley is rather unclear 
about them. Mustapha Mond at one point says that at a previous time in 
his career he had had an unconditioned choice between rebellion and exile 
or "responsibility" which perhaps betokens that he now has none, but if so 
who now controls this brave, new world? John the Savage is the nearest we 
get to a rebel but that is surely because he has not been type-cast with the 
mentality needed for such a society.) But the radical closure of their options 
does not perturb the denizens of the "Brave New World" since they are 
unable to will to do other than what they do. They are happy with their 
lot because they can do as they want to, though they cannot want to do 
other than what they do. Their wants are programmed for them, but this 
assault on their autonomy does not in the story take away their happiness. 
While this effectively, I believe, demolishes the received utilitarian view of 
the value of personal autonomy, it has to be admitted that there is a coherent 
utilitarian position which it leaves untouched. A utilitarian might say that 
while my criticism does hold for the "Brave New World" (or for Dostoy- 
evsky's "Kingdom of the Grand Inquisitor" or an Orwellian "Nineteen 
Eighty Four"), it does not show the falsity of the claim that in the real 
world happiness is always in fact best promoted by promoting autonomy. 
However, I do not find this position convincing either, since some people 
do manage to be happy while unreflectively following the dictates of their 
peer group. 

Enough said about the first position? No, because scholars have detected 
in Mill's thinking another strand which they claim is inconsistent with a 
utilitarian justification. While I am not here concerned with the detailed 
exegesis of Mill it will be instructive to consider this other strand. Previously 
I pointed out that Mill's argument in Ch. 3 of On Liberty is commonly held 
to be structurally similar to that in Ch. 2. If this were so, Mill would be 
claiming that autonomy is a means to the development of individuality (just 
as it is for the attainment of truth). Yet there are grounds for taking Mill 
in Ch. 3 to be defending autonomy as intrinsically desirable, since he holds 
that, "It really is of importance, not only what men do, but also what 
manner of men they are that do it" (p. 263). This strand of thought seems 
to conflict with his claim in Ch. 4 of Utilitarianism that only happiness is 
desirable as an end, which, for all its notorious reliance on the assumption 
that something's being desired is evidence for its desirability as an end, has 
for him fundamental importance. How then can Mill be read as defending 
the intrinsic desirability of autonomy without being plunged into incon- 
sistency? 

I am persuaded that when Mill talks of "happiness" as the sole intrinsically 
desirable thing he does not mean to restrict the notion to a mental or psycho- 
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38 ROBERT YOUNG 

logical state attained when desires are satisfied.5 He uses it as well to refer 
to a composite of realised ends that encompasses health, virtue, liberty and 
so on. That is, he takes such things to be ingredients of happiness (or per- 
haps better, of a happy life). Accordingly he can hold that autonomy may 
be desired for its own sake even if it ceases to produce the mental state for 
which it was originally desired. As Bogen and Farrell point out: 

. . the fact that something, X, is necessary and sufficient for a man's 
desiring something else, Y, does not entail that once the desire has 
been formed, Y is not desired as an end (as something that is satisfy- 
ing even without X). (p. 334) 

On this interpretation Mill ends up being very much closer to the second 
of our positions on the value of autonomy. And that's as well because we've 
already seen that the first is inadequate. Moreover, to anticipate my later 
argument somewhat, once it is taken into account that we are interested 
in the value of autonomy in agent-evaluative terms (because of autonomy's 
place among character ideals), the first position, or some modification of it, 
has less still to recommend it (since it does not address itself to such a task). 

So the second position appears to have the field to itself. In order the 
better to assess whether this is correct I shall lay the position out more 
fully and then see how it fares against objections. According to the second 
position autonomy is part of the moral basis of personhood; it transforms 
what would otherwise be utterly episodic (and hence not the life of a person). 
To the extent that a person is at the mercy of his (or her) urges or impulses, 
or lacks scope for actively planning and realising goals and purposes, it is 
the person's circumstances, not the person himself (or herself), that governs. 
Accordingly, the person's life will lack self-direction. Obviously enough, 
even under severe repression or coercion some individuals manage to lead 
lives which, at least in some degree, can meaningfully be considered their 
own. They may hang on to autonomy only at the level of their thoughts, 
but this in itself may preserve dignity and self-esteem. Fortunately most of 
us are better placed. For us it is our irrational inner fears, our misperceptions 
of the strength and significance of our various purposes and so forth which 
tend to work against self-directedness and the self-esteem associated with 
it. It is this shaping of our lives (or such tracts of them as circumstances 
permit) which has value in itself. 

These large claims are rarely defended at length, but there is one promis- 
ing way of doing so. Robert Nozick has made use of the following (hoary) 
thought experiment.6 He asks us to imagine an "experience machine" 
capable of giving us any experience we desire once we plug into it. Our 
brains could be stimulated so as to make us think and feel we are writing 
a great novel, or making a friend, or having any of the experiences we desire. 
A large library of such experiences providing a veritable smorgasbord from 

SSee James Bogen and Daniel Farrell, "Freedom and Happiness in Mill's Defence 
of Liberty", Philosophical Quarterly, 28 (1978), 325-38. 

6Anarchy, State and Utopia (New York, 1974). 
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which to choose could be made available from research into the lives of 
many people. 

What, if anything, could there be about such a prospect which would 
make the idea of plugging permanently in to such a machine abhorrent? 
Supporters of the second position contend that it is the absence of autonomy. 
Like the contentment of those in the Brave New World, floating blob-like 
would seem to have something going for it, too, but what each lacks is the 
working through of a life plan which expresses the will of the individual in 
question. To be content or happy is desirable, but autonomously to have 
been its architect and builder is better. This is because, first, the sense of 
making a difference to the world is important to purposive beings like us, 
particularly as regards those projects that bear closely on our self-images 
and thus assume significance for us. Empirical support for this point can 
currently be readily found in the well-publicised damaging effects which 
prolonged unemployment has (especially among the young) on the self- 
esteem of those affected. A related point is that bringing our own projects 
to fruition, not just being the passive experiencer of their outcomes, also 
bears on our self-esteem: in popular parlance, we derive less satisfaction 
when things are "handed to us on a platter". Finally, presuming that only 
after making new choices from the smorgasbord would we be able to strike out 
in new directions, being plugged in to the machine would restrict the possi- 
bilities for opening up new avenues of personal growth as well as radical 
reorientations in life-style or life-plan - surrendering to the machine would 
restrict one to a particular range of experiences (in much the same way as 
happens with the taking of certain drugs).7 

To the extent that this is the right response to make to the thought 
experiment, or, for those who are dubious that much sense can be made 
of the idea of such an experience machine, to the extent that similar points 
would be in order if we were considering the prospect of living in the Brave 
New World, autonomy seems crucial to our conception of moral agency. 
And since being able to choose and act so as to make one's own lot in life 
is obviously connected in some way with personal dignity and self-esteem,8 
not just with producing contentment (for which we have seen it is un- 
necessary), its value is not that of a means. 

In addition to such appeals to the imagination some philosophers have 
tried to derive a similar conclusion more directly. On such an approach it 

7Vinit Haksar, Equality, Liberty and Perfectionism (Oxford, 1979), esp. pp. 172-84, 
contends that an autonomous form of life is intrinsically superior for humans, or at 
least for those who do not inhabit hierarchical, conditioned societies. He goes on to 
claim, particularly as against Rawls, that only a perfectionist committed to intrinsic 
value can account for our rejection of the evil features of the "Brave New World". 
While I believe his position objectionable because of its perfectionist bias, it stands or 
falls as well with the defensibility of the second position. 

8This point is not lost on B. F. Skinner in Beyond Freedom and Dignity (London, 
1972), though he, as is well known, denies humans are free and hence denies they have 
the sort of dignity traditionally associated with being free or autonomous. 
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is claimed that it can be shown that there is value in having alternative 
choices, independent of what may be chosen. In order to show this it is 
suggested that we should reflect on the judgements we make about the 
preferability of more extensive freedom in simple choice situations. The 
situations need to be straightforward if we are to eliminate the difficulties 
involved in comparing which of two significantly different actions requires 
the greater freedom to do, or which of two limits imposes the greater con- 
straint on the exercise of freedom. 

Michael Bayles has offered several reasons for such a claim.9 One reason 
he advances for preferring the greater to the lesser freedom is that the 
greater the number of alternatives the lower the risk of being dissatisfied. 
But this surely only amounts to valuing autonomy as a means to avoiding 
dissatisfaction. Bayles also suggests that since one's actions become ex- 
pressive of one's self as constituted by one's character and desires, the 
greater the options available the greater the choice for expressing oneself 
and thus for deciding how one's life shall be lived. If he intends to make 
the point that for those with an array of talents there will be many paths 
open which promise fulfilment, well and good. If he means by it something 
distinct then I do not find the claim he is making clear enough to discuss. 
Finally, he suggests that even if one does not presently want what is avail- 
able, it is prudent to allow for changes in one's desires, so the greater the 
number and the more varied the nature of the alternatives open to one the 
better. Clearly, however, this is far from always the case. Sometimes the 
greater the options the more agonising situations become. We often wish 
that our options were reduced and this is a wish that might well endure 
even after coming to make up our mind. Still, I do not wish to make a lot 
of this point since there is clearly something to what Bayles says. 

The upshot of each approach then is that autonomy has a value inde- 
pendent of the effects it produces. In other words, autonomy is valuable 
for its own sake. What we have is a claim for the intrinsic value of human 
autonomy. Moreover, it is prima facie a plausible claim. Nonetheless, the 
notion of the intrinsically valuable is not an entirely clear one, so I shall 
devote the next section to a consideration of the concept. In the final 
section I elaborate on this understanding of the value of autonomy in the 
light of claims made by advocates of the alternative instrumentalist view. 

II 
Two accounts of the nature of the intrinsically valuable have achieved 

some prominence. One view is that it is what is valuable "in itself", or 
"for its own sake". Since the intrinsic value of x is independent of its relation- 
ship with other things, this value would remain even if all else were destroyed. 
It was this idea which G. E. Moore had in mind when he proposed his famous 

9Principles of Legislation (Detroit, 1978), pp. 77 ff. 
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test: those things are intrinsically valuable whose existence would still be 
judged valuable if they existed in absolute isolation.10 

The other view abroad is that x is intrinsically valuable if it is worth 
having for its own sake. I think that greater justice is done to this second 
position if a counterfactual claim is taken to be incorporated disjunctively 
within it - that is, x is held to be worth having for its own sake or would 
be worth having for its own sake were it to be experienced. 

Which of these two views more accurately renders claims about intrinsic 
value? As against the former, the test of Moore's on which it relies proves of 
little value because it does not yield decisive results. For instance, in recent 
times the need for a new, environmental ethic has sometimes been advocated 
on the basis of Moore's test. But the results of employing such a test have 
been quite inconclusive. Many of us are clear that the invasion of the 
interests of sentient creatures or the need to preserve the environment for 
future generations justifies blaming ecological despoilers, but far from clear 
that wilderness, for example, has intrinsic value, because there is doubt 
about whether there can be value in the absence of valuers.11 Another 
difficulty is that some initially plausible candidates for possessing intrinsic 
value would be ruled out simply because they cannot exist "quite alone" 
(where that presumably means inter alia "apart from any agent"). For 
example, an act of charity requires that there be another party, the object 
of the act. Thirdly, certain philosophers would object to the former con- 
struction because to accept it would be to countenance only a form of 
objectivism about intrinsic value statements. Such subjectivists contend 
that there can only be justifiable talk about value (including intrinsic value) 
when what has it is an object of someone's desire or choice. Since I hold no 
brief for axiological subjectivism this is not a criticism I wish to press. 
Moreover, given the first of the points I made against the present account, 
it may well be that here is one place where normative and meta-considerations 
are best kept separate. 

What then of the second view of intrinsic value? According to von 
Wright we can discover what is intrinsically valuable if we conduct the 
following imaginative experiment: 

Assume you were offered a thing X which you did not already possess. 
Would you rather take it than leave it, rather have it than (continue 
to) be without it? The offer must be considered apart from questions 
of causal requirement and of consequences. That is: considerations 
of things which you will have to do in order to get X, and of things 

1?Principia Ethica (Cambridge, 1903), pp. 92, 93, 187; Ethics (London, 1911), p. 42. 
Roger Hancock has shown that Moore's views on the topic fluctuated. At various times 
he endorsed each of the views I shall discuss but this first view does seem to be the 
one with which he began and to which he returned in the end. See Hancock, Twentieth 
Century Ethics (New York and London, 1974), pp. 23 f. 

"Any attempt to skirt this problem by having recourse to an ideal observer is subject 
to familiar and decisive objections. See, e.g., M. Beardsley, "Intrinsic Value", Philosophy 
and Phenomenological Research, 26 (1965-6), 1-17, esp. pp. 11 f. 
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which will happen to you as a consequence of your having got the 
thing X must not influence your choice. If then you would rather 
take X than leave it, X is wanted in itself.l2 

For Brandt, something is intrinsically desirable if it is "desirable taken 
just for itself, viewed abstractly, and in particular, viewed without respect 
to any consequence its existence will or may produce".13 

In each of these versions the possessing or experiencing is critical. The 
gist of the view they express is perhaps more clearly brought out in an 
example of Brandt's (of something which he in fact holds to be both intrin- 
sically and instrumentally desirable): 

Consider a child who is swinging, in a rapturous state of enjoyment. 
We shall probably think that being in this state of mind (and perhaps 
body) is worthwhile for itself alone. To be in a state of rapturous 
enjoyment of the experience of swinging is for one's state of mind 
to have an intrinsic property, on account of which the child's experi- 
ence is desirable. So we shall say that the child's experience is of 
intrinsic worth. (p. 303) 

Brandt here says of both the experience of swinging and of the state of mind 
associated with it, that they are intrinsically valuable. Perhaps this accounts 
for why his severest critic, Monroe Beardsley, sometimes (op. cit., note 11, 
p. 14) appears to direct his attack against the claim that it is the swinging 
which is intrinsically desirable (valuable) when in fairness Brandt's view has 
greater plausibility if we take him to be referring to the state of rapturous 
enjoyment as intrinsically desirable. 

What, though, of Beardsley's more central complaint that we would 
rightly demand evidence concerning the circumstances surrounding an ex- 
perience (e.g., whether it was likely to have ultimately harmful effects, 
whether it was preventing the child doing something more important and 
so on), before concluding that the experience was desirable, whereas on 
Brandt's account none of this would be necessary were we trying to show 
its intrinsic desirability? 

It seems to me (and to certain writers who have accepted that there are 
intrinsically valuable things14) important to distinguish something's being 
intrinsically desirable or valuable, from its being valuable all things considered. 
Those states of affairs entailed by the bringing into being of something 
intrinsically valuable may be such as to produce disvalue which outweighs 
that intrinsic valuableness. This conclusion is especially significant for the 

12G. H. von Wright, The Varieties of Goodness (London, 1963), p. 103, his emphasis. 
"1R. B. Brandt, Ethical Theory: The Problems of Normative and Critical Ethics 

(Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 1959), p. 302. 
14For example, even Kant could be seen as holding that while a good will may be 

unqualifiedly good from the point of view of intention, from the point of view of events 
that are brought about, it may be bad. For an interesting discussion of Kant's views, 
see Bruce Aune, Kant's Theory of Morals (Princeton, N.J., 1979), pp. 4 ff. Sidgwick, 
too, while not very voluble about "intrinsic value", suggests in several places that he 
would distinguish judgements of intrinsic value from judgements of value all things 
considered. See The Methods of Ethics (London, 19667), Bk. I, Ch. IX, ?3; Bk. 3, Ch. 
XIV, ??2-3. 
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present enterprise. The exercise of personal autonomy is able to be seen as 
intrinsically desirable or valuable because of its foundational place for moral 
personhood and self-esteem, without its exercise on particular occasions 
being act-evaluatively for the best, or even for the good. 

III 
Intuitively, an intrinsic good is a good that is not a means to some further 

good. So, if autonomy is to be thought of as valuable for its own sake this 
will be because it is not a means to some further good. My suggestion is 
that it is so in virtue of being the object of a non-instrumental desire. It 
shares this feature with, for example, the state of the rapturous enjoyment 
of the young child swinging. At the same time it is quite different from, say, 
the desire for water when one is thirsty. 

Autonomy, I claimed, is the means to our working out our projects in 
the world. In exercising it, in being self-directing we make our lives (or 
those tracts of it which are properly characterised as self-directed) our own, 
and this is conducive to self-esteem. (Where autonomy is restricted, for 
example, to thought processes, or has a limited place within some pre- 
established role in a hierarchically structured tribe or society, self-esteem is 
not ruled out altogether but will reside in the way in which one does what 
it is open to one to do.) I also urged, on the basis of consideration of the 
prospects in the "Brave New World" and on "the experiencing machine", 
that in circumstances where autonomous choice and action is eliminated 
there is disvalue despite the fact that those affected get what they want. 

It may seem, for all I have said to the contrary, that there is still some- 
thing missing here. Is it not the case, I could imagine it being objected, 
that the autonomy of a tyrant is of the same colour as his (or her) tyranny? 
(That is, the autonomy exercised in the acts of tyranny, not that which the 
tyrant might exercise in the course of other morally legitimate activities.) 
That being so, is there not a lot more to be said for the first of our two views 
on the value of autonomy? 

There is something enticing about this contention but, nevertheless, it 
needs to be resisted. We do judge the acts of the tyrant to be wrong and 
we do judge him to be bad for performing them; thus the colour of the 
tyrannical acts and of the tyranny is similar. But in making these evalua- 
tions we are doing two things, not one. That autonomy contributes to other 
things we value is one, but not a paramount, concern. Because autonomy 
is foundational for moral personhood our paramount concern in valuing it 
is with the agent. The tyrant is so much the worse a person for having acted 
autonomously. Had he little or no control over his own behaviour he would 
not be judged so harshly. Yet whether he acted autonomously or not makes 
no difference to our judgement of the wrongfulness of his acts. 

In taking autonomy to be of foundational significance for our under- 
standing of moral personhood I have taken it to be an object of desire whose 
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value is not that of a means to some further good. But it should be clear from 
what I have said that this does not imply that the exercise of an individual's 
autonomy may not at the same time introduce more disvalue than the value 
that resides in that autonomy.'5 

La Trobe University 

1bI am grateful to Robert Merrihew Adams, John Campbell, Baylor Johnson, 
Amelie Rorty, Tim Scanlon and Peter Singer for comments on an earlier version of 
this essay. 
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