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Introduction	

What	is	ultimately	worth	striving	for	in	a	human	life?	Humans	typically	have	many	projects	
and	goals	in	life,	but	when	they	start	to	ask	the	’Why?’	question	as	regards	these	projects,	
what	could	satisfactorily	answer	this	question?	In	other	words,	what	are	the	self-justifying	
values	that	are	not	derivative	of	or	dependent	on	other	values,	but	provide	their	own	
justification?	For	the	Russian	author	Leo	Tolstoy	(2000,	p.	12)	asking	the	‘Why?’	question	too	
many	times	led	to	an	existential	crisis:	Attending	to	his	estate	would	lead	to	his	fields	
producing	more	crops,	but	what	then?	Unable	to	find	anything	to	ultimately	justify	his	
activities,	he	felt	that	“what	I	was	standing	on	had	given	way,	that	I	had	no	foundation	to	stand	
on,	that	which	I	lived	by	no	longer	existed,	and	that	I	had	nothing	to	live	by.”	
	
Tolstoy	was	unfortunate	to	live	in	a	period	of	time	when	the	scientific	worldview	had	
unstabilized	the	traditional	worldview	where	the	world	contained	self-evident	values	that	
gave	purpose	to	human	living.	A	void	was	unveiled,	and	thinkers	from	Thomas	Carlyle	and	
Fyodor	Dostoevsky	to	Søren	Kierkegaard,	Arthur	Schopenhauer,	and	Friedrich	Nietzsche	were	
staring	at	it.	The	question	was,	and	still	is:	How	to	reconcile	a	scientific	worldview	that	seems	
to	leave	no	room	for	self-evidently	objective	values	with	a	human	yearning	to	have	something	
solid	to	base	one’s	life	decisions	and	goals	on?		
	
In	this	article	I	am	not	making	an	argument	for	the	scientific	worldview	or	its	incompatibility	
with	the	existence	of	objective	values.	Instead,	I	take	these	as	a	starting	point.	Let	us	thus	
assume	that	values	are	not	something	found	from	the	structures	of	the	world.	“Before	life	
began,	nothing	was	valuable”,	as	Street	(2006,	p.	155)	puts	it.	And	while	naturalistic	
objectivism	has	recently	become	relatively	popular	among	philosophers	of	value	and	
meaningfulness	(see	Kauppinen,	2016;	Metz,	2013),	let	us	assume	that	no	such	objectivistic	
option	is	available	for	us.	Instead,	let	us	assume	that	values	are	a	human	construction,	
something	we	have	created	in	order	to	navigate	our	lives,	having	no	justification	beyond	what	
we	happen	to	prefer	and	value	(Dewey,	1932;	Martela,	2017b).	Given	such	subjectivism	about	
values,	is	there	any	way	to	argue	that	one	value	is	better	than	another?	And	is	there	anything	
that	could	provide	a	satisfactory	answer	to	the	’Why’	question?		
	



I	argue	there	is.	But	this	justification	available	to	us	doesn’t	depend	on	anything	external	to	us	
or	on	anything	objective.	Given	that	humans	are	a	certain	type	of	species,	programmed	by	
evolution	to	seek	certain	types	of	experiences,	it	is	possible	to	identify	empirical	
generalizations	about	natural	human	motivational	dispositions.	And	based	on	those	
generalizations	we	can	make	recommendations	that	upholding	certain	values	is	better	for	the	
average	person	than	upholding	some	other	values.	Better	not	in	an	ultimate	sense,	but	better	
in	the	same	sense	as	in	the	medical	art	(Dewey,	1939,	p.	21).	Some	diets	provide	more	of	what	
our	body	needs	in	order	to	function	well,	and	empirical	research	has	been	able	to	provide	
relatively	reliable	guidelines	on	this	matter.	In	the	same	sense,	some	strivings	and	values	are	
better	aligned	with	what	humans	need	to	function	well	psychologically,	and	empirical	
research	can	provide	reliable	guidelines	on	this	matter	as	well.	In	particular,	we	can	identify	
what	humans	are	naturally	prone	to	seek.	In	other	words,	empirical	research	can	help	us	
identify	the	things	we	are	typically	motivated	to	pursuit	as	a	species	because	of	certain	
dispositions	acquired	through	evolution.	This	information	can	then	be	used	to	make	the	case	
for	values	that	are	well	aligned	with	these	dispositions.	The	values	identified	through	this	
method	would	not	be	objective	in	any	sense,	but	they	would	have	three	qualities	that	would	
make	such	values	feel	worth	committing	to,	even	after	careful	reflection.	First,	if	a	potential	
explicitly	upheld	value	is	well	aligned	with	such	a	natural	motivational	disposition,	this	can	
make	the	value	feel	like	its	own	justification.	Also,	explicit	values	closely	connected	with	these	
implicit	motivational	dispositions	would	have	a	relatively	universal	motivational	pull	across	
cultural	boundaries	and,	finally,	such	values	would	be	closely	connected	with	good	
psychological	functioning	and	wellness,	making	them	especially	attractive	candidates	for	what	
to	reflectively	value.	The	general	aim	of	this	paper	is	thus	to	suggest	one	mode	of	inquiry	
through	which	to	identify	self-justifying	values	that	many	different	subjects	would	find	
reflectively	worth	valuing.	This	is	less	than	what	objectivists	would	like	to	have,	but	in	a	world	
where	the	quest	for	ultimate	certainty	is	prone	to	leave	one	empty-handed	(see	Dewey,	1929)	
this	might	be	the	best	option	available	to	us	as	regards	reliable	and	warranted	guidance	on	
what	to	value.		
	
In	what	follows,	I	first	make	a	distinction	between	worthy	and	meaningful	lives,	and	between	
derived	and	self-justifying	values,	in	order	to	set	the	stage	for	what	we	are	searching	for.	Then	
I	offer	my	suggestion	about	what	characteristics	a	subjectivistic	yet	empirically	warranted	
self-justificatory	value	should	have.	Furthermore,	I	identify	four	prime	candidates	for	such	
self-justifying	values	and	for	each	of	these	potential	self-justifying	value,	briefly	discuss	how	
they	could	be	grounded	in	what	we	know	about	the	human	nature.	I	conclude	by	suggesting	
that	these	four	self-justifying	values	could	be	seen	as	our	most	empirically-grounded	
generalization	about	what	could	make	a	life	worth	living	in	a	silent	universe	devoid	of	
objective	values.	

Distinctions:	Worthy	and	meaningful	lives,	derived	and	self-justifying	values	

When	we	search	for	self-justifying	values	for	life,	what	are	we	actually	searching	for?	
Meaningful	lives	on	the	one	hand	and	worthwhile	or	worthy	lives	on	the	other	hand	are	often	
used	as	synonyms	for	each	other,	but	I	see	that	a	distinction	between	them	could	clarify	our	
search.	Meaningfulness	of	a	life	is	a	certain	type	of	evaluation	we	can	make	about	life,	in	the	
same	sense	that	we	can	evaluate	the	happiness	or	pleasurableness	of	that	life	(Wolf,	1997).	
There	is	considerable	debate,	into	which	we	don’t	need	to	go	here,	about	what	exactly	
meaningfulness	as	an	evaluation	is	about	(see	Metz,	2013).	But	most	agree	that	it	is	an	
evaluation	about	a	certain	type	of	value	a	life	can	have	that	is	not	reducible	to	other	values	



such	as	happiness.	However,	beyond	these	evaluations	about	specific	types	of	values	a	life	can	
have,	we	need	a	label	for	the	overall	worthiness	of	a	life.	Such	an	evaluation	of	worthiness	of	a	
life	“takes	into	account	all	possible	things	that	can	influence	the	judgment	whether	a	certain	
life	is	worth	living	and	whether	a	certain	life	is	more	choiceworthy	than	another	life”	(Martela,	
2017a,	pp.	234–235)1.	It	is	the	broadest	evaluative	question	we	can	ask	about	a	life,	similar	to	
what	Haybron	(2008,	p.	36)	calls	a	good	life:	“a	life	that	is	desirable	and	choiceworthy	on	the	
whole:	not	just	morally	good,	or	good	for	the	individual	leading	it,	but	good,	all	things	
considered—good,	period.”2		
	
There	are	several	things	affecting	such	an	overall	judgment	of	the	worthiness	of	a	life.	Moral	
goodness,	meaningfulness,	and	happiness	have	been	already	mentioned.	Many	things	making	
a	life	good	are	reducible	to	these	values.	Most	would	agree	that	having	food	on	the	table	and	
being	safe	from	predators	such	as	wolves	make,	other	things	being	equal,	a	life	more	worth	
living.	But	these	things	are	not	good	as	such,	but	good	because	they	represent	the	absence	of		
certain	worries	and	sources	of	unhappiness	in	one’s	life	and	thus	can	significantly	influence	
the	happiness	of	the	person	living	a	particular	life.	Their	goodness	is	thus	reducible	to	
happiness,	they	derive	their	value	from	it.	Thus	the	value	attached	to	such	a	thing	is	
instrumental	or	derived,	it	emanates	from	some	more	basic	value	they	contribute	to.	But	
pleasure	or	happiness	(with	which	I	mean	psychological	happiness,	Haybron,	2000)	needs	no	
justification	beyond	itself,	but	seems	to	be	something	humans	typically	value	on	its	own	
accord	(e.g.	Mill,	1863).	Self-justifying	value	is	the	term	for	any	value	that	a	person	readily	
acknowledges	as	valuable	on	its	own	accord,	that	is	not	reducible	to	or	derivative	of	other	
values,	and	that	thus	is	by	itself	its	own	justification.		
	
Self-justifying	values	need	not	be	objective	in	any	sense,	self-justifying	only	implies	that	the	
subject	in	question	sees	no	need	to	seek	further	justification	for	the	value	in	question.	The	
criterion	of	what	makes	a	certain	value	self-justifying	is	thus	subjective:	The	value	is	self-
justifying	to	the	degree	that	the	subject	experiences	it	as	requiring	no	further	justification.	
More	generally,	when	I	talk	about	values	in	this	article,	I	am	not	making	references	to	
anything	objective	or	human-independent.	Following	Sharon	Street	(2006,	p.	118),	I	see	that	
“the	capacity	for	full-fledged	evaluative	judgments	was	a	relatively	late	evolutionary	add-on,	
superimposed	on	top	of	much	more	basic	behavioral	and	motivational	tendencies.”	I	see	no	
ontological	or	epistemological	gap	between	mundane	everyday	desires	and	preferences	on	
the	one	hand,	and	more	explicitly-held	values	on	the	other	hand.	The	difference	is	found	
merely	in	the	degree	of	abstraction	and	in	the	degree	of	conscious	commitment	(Dewey,	1938;	

	
1	Here	I	use	good,	worthy	and	worthwhile	lives	as	synonyms	for	each	other.	If	one	would	want	
to	make	a	further	distinction	between	worthy	and	worthwhile	lives,	one	could	say	that	the	
latter	denotes	a	life	that	is	worthy	enough	to	pass	a	certain	threshold	and	thus	be	”worth	the	
while”.		
2	It	is	worth	noting	that	this	way	of	evaluating	the	worthiness	of	a	life	is	essentially	a	
subjectivist	evaluation	of	the	choiceworthiness	of	a	certain	life	path	and	way	of	living	over	
another.	This	is	a	different	notion	than	a	moral	or	political	evaluation	of	the	value	of	a	certain	
human	being.	Human	lives	have	a	certain	intrinsic	dignity	as	such.	This	seems	like	a	good	
premise	for	political	debates	as	we	should	not	easily	start	evaluating	one	life	as	more	valuable	
than	other	when	making	decisions	as	political	actors.	But	as	living	beings	making	choices	
about	our	own	course	of	lives,	we	inescapably	rely	on	a	more	or	less	implicit	notion	of	what	
factors	influence	the	choiceworthiness	and	goodness	of	a	life,	which	I	here	aim	to	make	more	
explicit.	



Martela,	2015).	The	kind	of	values	that	we	seek	here	are	thus	nothing	more	than	motivational	
preferences	that	we	have	reasoned	that	we	want	to	reflectively	endorse,	commit	to,	and	hold	
in	so	high	regard	that	we	are	willing	to	base	our	major	life	decisions	on	them3.	
	
These	self-standing	sources	of	value	are	then	the	independent	dimensions	we	use	in	the	
evaluation	of	what	makes	a	life	worthy	and	good.	And	there	seems	to	be	a	relatively	limited	
number	of	strong	candidates	for	such	self-justifying	values.	This	narrows	down	our	search:	
When	asking	what	is	worth	striving	for	in	human	lives,	we	are	searching	for	the	key	self-
justifying	values	that	could	offer	guidance	for	human	living.	
	
But	how	to	identify	and	evaluate	the	potential	candidates	for	self-justifying	values?	

Empirical	universalism:	A	pragmatist	naturalistic	account	of	self-justifying	values	

Philosophers	have	tried	to	identify	the	intrinsic	and	self-justificatory	goods	that	humans	
strive	for	at	least	since	Aristotle’s	(2012,	p.	book	1,	chapter	2,	19)	famous	search	for	“some	
end	of	our	actions	that	we	wish	for	on	account	of	itself,	the	rest	being	things	we	wish	for	on	
account	of	this	end.”		
	
In	arguing	for	and	against	potential	intrinsic	values,	modern	philosophers,	especially	of	the	
analytic	bend,	typically	examine	whether	the	theory	can	explain	the	most	intuitive	cases	of	
value,	and	not	fall	pray	to	various	counterintuitive	conclusions.	In	other	words,	they	rely	more	
or	less	on	intuition	(see	Metz,	2013,	p.	8).	For	example,	discussions	about	meaningfulness	as	
an	intrinsic	value	typically	concentrate	on	formulating	theories	of	its	nature	that	can	explain	
the	prototypical	examples	of	meaningfulness	and	steer	clear	from	the	commonly	accepted	
counterexamples	(e.g.	Martela,	2017a;	Smuts,	2013).	But	the	fact	that	meaningfulness	
intuitively	sounds	as	something	valuable	and	worth	striving	for	is	usually	taken	as	given.		
	
Here,	instead	of	reasoning	to	explain	our	intuitions,	I	suggest	to	complement	it	with	a	more	
empirical	strategy	for	identifying	self-justifying	values.	More	particularly,	I	see	that	humans,	
as	well	as	any	other	species,	have	acquired	through	evolution	certain	motivational	or	proto-
motivational	mechanisms.	Beyond	the	explicitly	held	values	that	humans	are	consciously	
aware	of	and	committed	to,	there	are	implicitly	held	preferences	or	proto-values	that	guide	our	
behavior	and	thinking	even	when	we	are	not	aware	of	them	(Haidt,	2001;	Street,	2006).	
Simply	put,	we	are	naturally	drawn	towards	certain	things	and	naturally	aversive	of	other	
things.	A	bacteria	navigates	towards	certain	chemicals,	a	flower	reaches	towards	the	light,	a	
lion	seeks	water	to	drink	and	herbivores	to	eat.	Certain	key	resources	such	as	air,	water,	and	
food	are	crucial	for	animal	survival,	and	thus	also	human	psychology	includes	motivational	
mechanisms	that	have	developed	to	ensure	that	the	organism	behaves	in	ways	that	typically	
lead	to	the	acquisition	of	these	key	resources.	However,	a	social	animal	like	human	being	
designed	to	live	in	relatively	large	tribes	(Dunbar,	1998)	have	developed	motivational	
dispositions	that	go	beyond	mere	acquisition	of	food	and	water.	The	survival	and	

	
3	This	explains	how	the	present	account	aims	to	avoid	the	’naturalistic	fallacy’	(Moore,	1903)	
of	leaping	from	what	people	actually	value	to	what	ought	to	be	valued.	Here,	I	aim	not	to	make	
any	claims	about	what	is	ultimately	worth	valuing	or	what	ought	to	be	valued.	I	am	merely	
claiming	that	humans	tend	to	value	several	things,	and	for	some	of	the	things	we	value	we	can	
find	more	reflective	reasons	to	value	them.	And	here	I	aim	to	offer	a	few	such	reflective	
reasons	that	we	can	use	when	judging	whether	or	not	to	value	certain	things.	



reproduction	opportunities	of	a	human	individual	have	been	highly	dependent	on	one’s	
position	and	reputation	within	one’s	tribe.	Accordingly,	the	rapid	threefold	increase	in	
hominid	brain	size	taking	place	in	the	last	2	million	years	has	been	described	as	a	within-
species	arms	race	of	increased	social	skill	to	handle	and	keep	track	of	social	collaborations	
and	competitions	(Bailey	&	Geary,	2009;	Flinn,	Geary,	&	Ward,	2005).	This	has	presumably	
also	led	to	a	more	complex	pattern	of	basic	motivational	dispositions,	defined	here	as	
evolutionary	acquired	natural	motivational	tendencies	to	seek	certain	psychosocial	
experiences,	especially	when	such	experiences	are	lacking	in	one’s	life	(Martela,	2018).	For	
example,	there	is	quite	wide	consensus	among	psychologists	that	humans	have	a	basic	
psychological	need	to	experience	relatedness	and	belonging	in	the	sense	of	feeling	that	there	
are	people	one	cares	about	and	who	care	about	oneself	in	one’s	life	(Baumeister	&	Leary,	
1995;	Deci	&	Ryan,	2000).	Given	the	existence	of	such	basic	motivational	dispositions,	humans	
thus	have	certain	experiences	that	they	very	naturally	and	intuitively	seek.	Although	the	
ultimate	explanation	for	the	existence	of	these	dispositions	is	evolutionary	fitness,	on	a	
proximal	and	phenomenological	level	the	pull	of	these	dispositions	will	feel	intuitive	to	the	
subject;	they	feel	they	are	seeking	these	experiences	on	their	own	accord	(Ryan	&	Hawley,	
2017).	For	example,	we	humans	care	about	our	children	not	because	we	consciously	calculate	
how	their	survival	increases	the	chance	of	our	genes	to	spread,	but	because	we	mammals	
have	a	natural	motivational	tendency	to	love	and	care	for	our	offspring	(Marsh,	2016).	
	
Now,	if	we	would	have	a	consciously	upheld	value	that	would	be	closely	aligned	with	such	a	
basic	motivational	disposition,	this	disposition	would	provide	a	strong	and	robust	intuitive	
motivational	appeal	for	this	value.	Let’s	say	a	person	consciously	decides	to	start	upholding	
friendliness	as	a	value.	If	humans	would	have	a	motivational	disposition	that	would	make	
friendly	behavior	motivationally	appealing	to	them,	then	the	behaviors	recommend	by	the	
explicit	value	of	friendliness	would	be	supported	by	them	feeling	intuitively	appealing.	
Experiencing	something	as	intuitively	highly	appealing	makes	it	feel	valuable.	And	such	a	
feeling	would	provide	an	intuitive	justification	for	the	explicit	value.	The	value	would	be	
experienced	as	self-justificatory,	because	we	are	designed	by	evolution	to	feel	a	motivational	
pull	towards	behaviors	recommended	by	the	value.	In	other	words,	this	value	in	question	
would	exhibit	the	key	characteristics	of	a	self-justificatory	value,	a	value	that	provides	its	own	
justification.		
	
In	addition	to	feeling	like	it’s	own	justification,	such	explicit	values	building	on	basic	
motivational	dispositions	would	have	two	additional	qualities	that	would	make	them	
attractive	also	on	a	reflective	level.	First,	given	that	basic	motivational	dispositions,	due	to	
their	evolutionary	nature,	recommend	experiences	that	tend	to	be	good	for	the	organism	and	
its	physical	and	psychological	wellness	and	functioning	(Baumeister	&	Leary,	1995;	Deci	&	
Ryan,	2000),	orienting	oneself	towards	these	experiences	through	upholding	them	as	values	
and	goals	also	tends	to	lead	to	increased	well-being	(e.g.	Niemiec,	Ryan,	&	Deci,	2009).	Thus	
such	values	would	be	good	from	the	point	of	view	of	wellness	and	psychological	functioning	of	
the	organism.	Second,	given	that	such	motivational	dispositions	would	be	present	across	
cultures	due	to	them	being	part	of	the	human	nature,	values	built	upon	them	could	offer	some	
cross-cultural	common	ground	upon	which	an	agreement	about	the	basic	cross-cultural	
values	could	be	built.		
	
Accordingly,	my	suggestion	is	that,	in	identifying	and	evaluating	self-justifying	values,	one	
promising	strategy	would	be	to	examine	how	well	the	potential	self-justifying	value	is	aligned	
with	human	basic	motivational	tendencies.	Instead	of	appealing	to	mere	intuition	in	arguing	



for	a	certain	self-justificatory	value,	we	could	thus	examine	how	strong	case	can	be	made	for	a	
corresponding	basic	motivational	disposition,	given	the	current	psychological	and	
evolutionary	research	behind	such	a	disposition.	If	such	a	case	can	be	made,	this	would	
provide	evidence	that	a	corresponding	self-justificatory	value	would	not	only	feel	intuitively	
appealing	to	the	investigator	in	question,	but	would	have	broad	and	robust	appeal	across	
cultures	and	societies.	The	self-justificatory	values	identified	through	this	method	would	thus	
have	a	motivational	justification	that	is	empirically	universal.	Search	for	such	empirically	
universal	values	aligns	well	with	the	Deweyan	pragmatist	philosophical	tradition,	where	it	is	
seen	that	a	moral	theory	must	be	”based	upon	realities	of	human	nature”	(Dewey,	1922,	p.	11)	
and	where	there	is	an	attempt	to	ensure	that	our	natural	emotions,	desires	and	needs	are	
integrated	with	more	conscious	and	culturally-based	ideas	and	appraisals	(Dewey,	1939,	p.	
65).	
	
Empirical	universalism	as	regards	a	value	means	that	almost	all	members	of	the	human	
species	would	feel	its	pull.	This	allows	for	some	exceptions.	There	could	be	individuals	or	
even	whole	groups	for	whom	a	certain	self-justifying	value	would	have	no	motivational	pull	
due	to	some	brain	abnormalities,	developmental	disturbances	or	due	to	an	upbringing	that	
has	actively	sought	to	uproot	this	disposition.	But	for	most	people	in	most	cultures,	these	self-
justifying	values	would	have	a	natural	appeal.	Analogously,	the	fact	that	humans	depend	on	
eyesight	for	navigating	the	world	is	an	empirically	universal	assertion	about	the	human	
species,	and	something	we	design	our	societies	around.	Yet	there	are	people	who	by	birth	or	
through	some	accident	or	sickness	loose	their	sight,	and	special	accommodation	has	to	be	
made	to	help	them	survive	in	this	society	built	on	the	premise	of	eyesight.	Empirical	
universalism	thus	aims	to	identify	those	factors	of	humanity	that	most	members	of	the	human	
species	share,	accepting	a	small	degree	of	exceptional	individuals	and	groups.		
	
If	the	values	we	have	depend	on	humans	valuing	them	and	the	possibility	of	objective	values	
is	foreclosed	(as	was	the	premise	of	this	article),	this	empirical	universalism	is	arguably	as	
close	to	universalism	we	can	get	as	regards	self-justificatory	values.	The	empirical	way	of	
identifying	self-justifying	values	suggested	here	thus	could	provide	as	robust	and	as	
warranted	self-justifying	values	as	is	possible,	if	we	make	the	identification	of	human	values	
into	an	empirical	science.	

Happiness	as	a	self-justificatory	value	

What	would	then	be	the	self-justifying	values	that	would	pass	the	empirical	test	outlined	
above?	The	most	self-evident	of	the	self-justifying	values	in	the	Western	philosophical	
tradition	is	arguably	happiness	or	experienced	well-being.	Humans	seek	pleasure	and	avoid	
pain,	as	the	hedonistic	theories	hold	(Wolf,	1997).	Not	as	a	means	to	something	else,	but	
because	pleasure	and	avoidance	of	pain	are	good	in	themselves.	This	basic	truth	about	human	
nature	has	been	recognized	both	by	Aristotle	(2012)	and	by	John	Stuart	Mill	(1863),	although	
especially	the	former	emphasized	that	this	is	not	the	only	thing	that	humans	seek.	I	use	the	
term	happiness	to	denote	human	inner	states	–	feelings,	emotions,	affects,	and	so	forth	–	that	
feel	good	rather	than	bad.	Other	things	being	equal,	humans	prefer	positively	valenced	inner	
states	to	negatively	valenced	inner	states.	And	this	preference	doesn’t	seem	to	need	any	
further	justification.	Eating	an	ice-cream	is	enjoyable	as	such.	We	don’t	need	any	other	
reasons	for	it	beyond	the	pleasure	we	derive	out	of	tasting	this	sweet	delicacy.	Often	it	is	
taken	as	so	self-evident	that	humans	seek	pleasure	and	avoid	pain,	that	many	philosophers,	



economists	and	other	thinkers	have	felt	the	urge	to	reduce	all	human	motivations	into	this	
single	factor	(e.g.,	Bentham,	1789).	
	
Evolutionary	speaking,	the	fact	that	humans	are	motivated	to	seek	positively	valenced	inner	
states	is	easy	to	explain.	The	whole	existence	of	an	animal	capability	to	experience	certain	
states	as	positive	or	negative	is	designed	to	guide	our	behavior.	Physical	pain	is	a	signal	
system	that	alerts	us	to	threats	to	our	physical	body.	Tissue	damage	such	as	a	wound	feels	
painful	and	aversive	precisely	because	it	is	crucial	for	animals	to	avoid	tissue	damage	in	order	
to	survive.	Pleasure-bringing	things	such	as	fat,	sugar,	and	sex	bring	such	great	amounts	of	joy	
precisely	because	such	a	positive	feedback	leads	us	to	seek	them	more,	and	seeking	them	has	
increased	the	survival	and	reproduction	chances	of	our	ancestors.		
	
Thus	it	is	easy	to	accept	that	one	key	dimension	we	examine	when	evaluating	the	worthiness	
of	a	life	is	how	much	pleasure	and	how	much	pain	there	is	in	that	life	for	the	person	living	that	
life.	Other	things	being	equal,	we	would	prefer	a	life	of	less	pain	and	more	pleasure.	Humans	
might	develop	complicated	relations	to	pains	–	having	certain	pains	might	be	mixed	with	
pleasure	as	any	sado-masochist	or	triathlete	knows,	and	not	being	able	to	avoid	certain	pain	
might	lead	one	to	accept	and	even	endorse	it	as	a	defense	mechanism.	But	in	general	it	
remains	a	robust	fact	that	people	are	motivated	to	avoid	pains	and	seek	pleasures.	Thus	
happiness	can	be	seen	as	one	empirically	universal	self-justificatory	value	that	people	across	
the	world	take	into	account	in	making	choices	about	their	lives	and	in	evaluating	the	goodness	
and	worthiness	of	certain	lives	and	periods	of	lives.	

Morality	as	a	self-justifying	value	

In	evaluating	the	overall	goodness	of	a	life,	many	would	argue	that	mere	focus	on	happiness	is	
not	enough	(e.g.	Haybron,	2008;	Wolf,	2016).	A	happy	but	morally	base	life	doesn’t	sound	too	
attractive.	If	the	price	of	our	personal	happiness	is	grave	wrongdoings	against	others,	many	
would	not	be	willing	to	pay	it.	A	recent	news	story	told	about	a	woman	and	her	husband’s	best	
friend,	who	decided	to	kill	the	husband	in	order	to	live	together	happily	ever	after.	Their	
crime	remained	a	mystery	for	more	than	20	years,	before	new	DNA	tests	finally	revealed	the	
truth.	But	even	if	we	would	assume	that	they	would	have	truly	lived	happily	ever	after,	never	
getting	caught,	many	would	still	find	such	a	life	bad	and	less	choiceworthy	compared	to	a	life	
where	happiness	would	be	attained	without	having	to	murder	anybody.		
	
We	seem	to	care	about	morality	and	the	moral	goodness	of	a	life.	This	is	a	separate	dimension	
to	evaluate	the	goodness	and	worthiness	of	a	life,	as	many	philosophers	have	argued	
(Haybron,	2008;	Wolf,	2016).	As	Haybron	and	Wolf	among	others	have	argued,	we	typically	
take	at	least	happiness	and	moral	goodness	into	account	when	evaluating	life	options.	Not	
many	would	choose	the	life	of	a	happy	serial	killer.	On	the	other	hand,	although	we	admire	
figures	like	Mother	Theresa,	not	many	are	actually	willing	to	sacrifice	their	own	personal	
happiness	in	order	to	live	a	life	that	is	exceptionally	good	morally	speaking.		
	
Again,	it	is	easy	to	find	support	for	this	self-justifying	value	from	empirical	psychology	and	
from	evolutionary	theorizing.	Morality	is	ubiquitous	in	human	societies,	and	even	many	of	our	
close	primate	cousins	have	been	shown	to	exhibit	elements	of	proto-morality	(de	Waal,	2009;	
Warneken	&	Tomasello,	2015).	Empirically,	it	has	been	shown	that	human	moral	judgments	
have	a	strong	emotional	and	intuitive	foundation	(see,	e.g.,	Haidt,	2001;	Prinz,	2008),	and	the	
same	key	dimensions	seem	to	be	behind	our	moral	judgments	across	the	world	(Graham	et	al.,	



2013;	Janoff-Bulman	&	Carnes,	2013;	Shweder,	Much,	Mahapatra,	&	Park,	1997),	even	though	
different	individuals	and	groups	might	interpret	and	weight	them	differently.	No	matter	the	
cultural	context,	humans	seem	to	care	about	the	harm	caused	to	others,	and	about	fair	
distribution	of	resources	(e.g.,	Graham	et	al.,	2011).	Accordingly,	cross-cultural	research	in	
small	tribes	around	the	world	has	shown	that	nowhere	do	people	behave	according	to	the	
economic	model	of	maximizing	personal	utility	(Henrich	et	al.,	2005,	2001).	Also	neurological	
research	about	the	functioning	of	human	sense	of	care	and	of	fairness	is	burgeoning	(e.g.	De	
Quervain	et	al.,	2004;	Harbaugh,	Mayr,	&	Burghart,	2007),	and	evolutionary	explanations	of	
the	fitness	benefits	of	such	dispositions	have	gained	wide	support	(e.g.,	Boyd,	Gintis,	&	
Bowles,	2010;	Fehr	&	Fischbacher,	2003;	West,	El	Mouden,	&	Gardner,	2011).	Thus	it	seems	
easy	to	conclude	that	caring	about	moral	rightness	and	goodness	is	an	empirically	universal	
assertion	about	the	motivational	dispositions	of	the	human	species.	Thus	being	morally	good	
can	be	taken	as	one	of	the	empirically	well-founded	candidates	for	a	self-justifying	value.	

Contribution	as	a	self-justifying	value	

While	happiness	and	moral	goodness	are	relatively	uncontroversial	candidates	for	self-
justifying	values,	they	don’t	necessarily	exhaust	the	possible	dimensions	people	use	when	
evaluating	the	goodness	of	a	life.	A	third	candidate	self-justifying	value	is	contribution,	
defined	as	“the	positive	contribution	beyond	itself	that	this	particular	life	is	able	to	make”	
(Martela,	2017a,	p.	232).	It’s	thus	about	the	impact	of	one’s	life:	What	difference	does	one’s	
existence	make	to	the	wider	world?	Several	philosophers	have	argued	that	meaningfulness	is	
a	separate	self-justifying	value	from	happiness	and	morality	(Metz,	2013;	Wolf,	2016).	I	see	
that	it	is	this	sense	of	contribution	that	we	are	primarily	seeking,	when	we	evaluate	whether	a	
life	has	meaningfulness	beyond	mere	happiness	(Martela,	2017a).	The	prototypical	examples	
of	meaningful	lives	–	Martin	Luther	King,	Mother	Teresa,	Abraham	Lincoln,	Mahatma	Gandhi,	
Nelson	Mandela,	or	Marie	Curie	–	are	exceptional	precisely	because	these	people	had	larger	
than	life	positive	influence	on	the	world	beyond	themselves.		
	
As	regards	the	separateness	of	contribution	and	happiness,	let’s	imagine	a	blob	who	spends	
one’s	life	watching	sitcoms	and	drinking	beer	alone	(example	from	Metz,	2012	who	attributes	
it	to	an	unpublished	paper	by	Wolf)	–	and	is	completely	happy	with	this	lifestyle.	The	blob	
might	be	high	on	happiness	and	do	nothing	morally	wrong,	but	still	this	is	usually	regarded	as	
a	paradigmatic	example	of	a	meaningless	existence.	Also	other	paradigmatic	examples	of	
meaningless	lives	–	lining	up	balls	of	torn	newspapers	in	neat	rows	(Cottingham,	2003),	
counting	the	blades	of	grass	on	Harvard	Yard	(Smuts,	2013),	maintaining	3,732	hairs	on	one’s	
head	(Taylor,	1991),	or	enjoying	endless	pleasures	in	an	experience	machine	(Nozick,	1974)	–	
could	be	imagined	as	happy	(assuming	a	slightly	obsessive	passion	in	some	cases),	but	what	
they	seem	to	be	lacking	is	any	positive	contribution	beyond	oneself.	Accordingly,	most	normal	
observers	would	want	to	avoid	such	lives	no	matter	what	level	of	happiness	those	lives	would	
promise,	and	no	matter	that	they	seem	to	involve	nothing	morally	blameful.	What	they	seem	
to	lack	is	something	beyond	happiness	and	moral	goodness:	They	don’t	seem	to	matter	
beyond	themselves,	they	lack	any	positive	impact.		
	
The	separateness	of	happiness	and	contribution	beyond	oneself	as	self-justifying	values	is	
thus	easy	to	see,	but	are	moral	goodness	and	positive	contribution	really	different	self-
justifying	values?	As	an	example	of	the	difference	between	morality	and	meaning	as	
contribution,	May	(2015,	pp.	117–119	example	slightly	modified)	asks	us	to	consider	a	rock	
star	whose	music	touches	and	provides	uplifting	experiences	for	millions,	but	who	is	totally	



narcissistic	to	the	degree	that	“those	around	him	do	not	show	up	on	his	moral	radar”,	and	
accordingly	makes	life	miserable	for	all	people	close	to	him.	Even	though	we	might	think	that	
he	is	able	to	make	a	meaningful	contribution	to	the	world,	we	might	have	quite	strong	
reservations	about	the	moral	goodness	of	his	life.	May	also	notes	another	significant	
difference	between	morality	and	meaningfulness:	We	usually	see	that	people	ought	to	adhere	
to	the	moral	standards	but	“it	is	nobody’s	obligation	to	live	meaningfully”	(May,	2015,	p.	137).	
	
As	another	example,	consider	the	case	of	Nelson	Mandela,	who	is	often	included	in	lists	of	
prototypical	examples	of	meaningful	lives	(e.g.	Metz,	2012,	p.	437).	His	leadership	and	policy	
of	forgiveness	has	elevated	him	into	the	status	of	one	of	the	most	admirable	political	leaders	
of	the	20th	century	–	and	his	example	also	helped	South	Africa	to	evade	a	civil	war	and	the	
ensuing	blood	bath.	No	doubt	that	such	a	life	is	ever	so	meaningful.	However,	he	himself	
acknowledged	that	his	public	role	led	him	to	ignore	his	family.	He	went	through	two	divorces,	
and	this	is	how	he	describes	in	his	autobiography	his	children’s	reaction	to	him	getting	out	of	
prison	(Mandela,	1995,	p.	600):	“We	thought	we	had	a	father	and	one	day	he’d	come	back.	But	
to	our	dismay,	our	father	came	back	and	he	left	us	alone	because	he	has	now	become	the	
father	of	the	nation.”	From	the	point	of	view	of	morality,	we	can	blame	him	for	ignoring	his	
moral	duty	towards	his	wives	and	his	children.	On	the	other	hand,	if	he	would	have	spent	
more	time	with	his	family,	he	could	not	have	fulfilled	his	moral	duty	towards	the	nation	by	
being	the	leader	that	South	Africa	needed	at	that	time.	There	are	thus	two	competing	moral	
duties	and	people	might	have	different	intuitions	about	which	moral	duty	is	more	binding,	
that	towards	the	family	or	that	towards	the	nation.	But	it	is	clear	that	in	the	latter	case	his	
impact	beyond	himself	was	tremendously	larger,	and	this	makes	it	more	straightforward	to	
conclude	that	in	terms	of	contribution,	the	latter	life	was	superior.		
		
If	this	seems	controversial,	we	can	look	at	the	situation	from	another	direction:	Think	of	two	
men	getting	released	from	the	prison:	Mandela,	the	father	of	a	nation,	goes	on	to	become	the	
admirable	political	leader	we	know.	Nelson,	the	responsible	father,	declares	that	he	has	a	duty	
towards	his	family	and	wants	to	finally	have	a	chance	to	be	present	in	his	children’s	lives.	
Thus	he	takes	on	a	smaller	responsibility	within	the	political	party	that	allows	him	to	be	home	
and	spend	plenty	of	time	with	his	beloved	family.	Did	one	of	them	do	something	that	is	
morally	wrong?	In	comparing	the	lives	of	Nelson,	the	responsible	father,	and	Mandela,	the	
father	of	a	nation,	we	can	find	moral	merit	in	both,	and	different	people	might	have	different	
opinions	about	whose	life	is	more	morally	good	or	about	whether	one	of	the	persons	did	a	
morally	blameworthy	choice.	There	is	thus	no	clear	consensus	about	which	live	is	better	from	
a	moral	point	of	view.	However,	as	regards	the	meaningfulness	and	the	societal	impact	of	
their	respective	lives,	it	is	clear	that	Mandela	operated	on	a	totally	different	scale.	Nelson’s	life	
was	by	no	means	meaningless!	Taking	care	of	one’s	children	and	helping	them	grow	up	is	one	
of	the	regular	sources	of	meaning	in	life.	However,	Mandela	affected	the	lives	of	millions	of	
people,	and	his	example	will	serve	as	an	inspiration	for	generations	to	come.	Mandela’s	
contribution	was	thus	on	a	totally	different	level	of	magnitude	compared	to	Nelson’s.	I	hope	
that	these	examples	are	enough	to	show	that	the	evaluation	of	the	moral	goodness	of	a	life	and	
the	evaluation	of	the	positive	contribution	of	a	life	should	be	seen	as	two	distinct	evaluations	
even	though	many	acts	can	satisfy	both.4	

	
4	Another	difference	is	suggested	by	Metz	(2013,	p.	68):	One	can	have	a	moral	duty	towards	
helping	a	drowning	child,	and	the	moral	worthiness	of	one’s	act	is	not	lessened	even	if	one	
ultimately	fails.	However,	”the	value	of	help	with	respect	to	meaning	in	life	is	at	least	partly	
contingent	on	its	results.”	



	
As	regards	the	empirical	case	for	a	basic	motivational	disposition	behind	such	value	for	
contribution,	I’ve	reviewed	the	evidence	elsewhere	(Martela,	2018).	Even	in	anonymous	
situations	where	no	personal	benefit	can	be	expected,	people	are	willing	to	sacrifice	some	of	
their	own	resources	to	give	something	to	others	(see	Engel,	2011	for	a	meta-analysis	of	616	
experiments).	Interestingly,	even	in	situations	where	one’s	donations	would	be	crowded	out	
dollar-by-dollar	by	the	experimenter’s	donation	(meaning	that	the	recipient	would	always	get	
the	same	amount,	no	matter	what	one	gives),	most	people	decide	to	make	a	donation	
(Crumpler	&	Grossman,	2008).	People	thus	not	only	care	about	the	other	being	helped,	but	
want	to	themselves	be	the	one’s	making	the	difference	(see	also	Luccasen	&	Grossman,	2017).	
Furthermore,	when	people	are	able	to	make	a	positive	impact,	this	tends	to	increase	their	own	
sense	of	happiness	(Dunn,	Aknin,	&	Norton,	2008)	and	meaningfulness	(Martela	&	Ryan,	
2016a),	and	such	positive	emotional	effects	have	been	replicated	across	the	world	(e.g.	Aknin	
et	al.,	2013)5.	Finally,	some	studies	show	that	we	tend	to	want	to	make	a	contribution	even	
when	it	is	not	good	from	a	moral	point	of	view	(Batson	et	al.,	1999;	Batson,	Klein,	Highberger,	
&	Shaw,	1995;	see	also	Decety	&	Cowell,	2015).	
	
Evolutionary	speaking,	this	tendency	to	want	to	make	an	impact	has	been	explained	by	costly	
signaling,	where	altruistic	behavior	that	is	costly	in	the	short	run	works	as	a	signal	to	other	
group	members,	giving	the	member	a	certain	respect	that	pays	off	in	the	long	term	(Gintis,	
Smith,	&	Bowles,	2001;	Hardy	&	Van	Vugt,	2006).	Empirical	research	has	indeed	
demonstrated	how	such	costly	altruism	can	bring	reputational	benefits	that	lead	the	person	
receiving	more	resources	from	others	in	the	long	run	(Nowak	&	Sigmund,	2005;	Wedekind	&	
Milinski,	2000).	Furthermore,	such	costly	signaling	might	not	only	make	the	person	more	
attractive	collaboration	partner	but	also	more	attractive	mating	partner	(Jensen-Campbell,	
Graziano,	&	West,	1995),	which	also	brings	obvious	fitness	benefits.	Thus	–	although	a	full	
review	of	the	empirical	evidence	would	require	much	more	extensive	treatment	than	what	is	
possible	here	–	a	reasonable	set	of	empirical	research	supports	the	notion	that	contribution	as	
a	self-justifying	value	could	be	grounded	in	an	empirically	universal	basic	motivational	
disposition	to	want	to	make	a	positive	impact.	

Authenticity	as	a	self-justifying	value	

The	final	self-justifying	value	suggested	here	is	authenticity,	which	is	roughly	about	”being	
true	to	oneself,	living	authentically,	being	able	to	make	autonomous	choices	and	being	able	to	
express	who	one	really	is	in	one’s	words	and	actions”	(Martela,	2017a,	p.	245).	There	is	a	
certain	intrinsic	dignity	present	in	situations	where	one	stays	true	to	oneself	even	when	there	
is	pressure	to	compromise	in	order	to	avoid	certain	harms	or	punishments.	For	example,	
Becker	(1992,	p.	20)	argued	that	“autonomous	human	lives	have	a	dignity	that	is	
immeasurable,	incommensurable,	infinite,	beyond	price.”	Similarly,	existentialists	(e.g.	
Kierkegaard,	1992;	Sartre,	2007)	and	humanistic	psychologists	(e.g.	Maslow,	1968;	Rogers,	
1961)	typically	promote	the	value	of	not	yielding	to	external	pressure	but	daring	to	live	
authentically	and	true	to	oneself.	

	
5	However,	many	people	seem	to	be	unaware	of	these	positive	effects	(e.g.	Dunn	et	al.	2008)	
and	experimental	research	has	shown	that	people	engage	in	prosocial	behavior	even	when	
the	motivation	to	gain	empathic	joy	is	controlled	for	(Batson	et	al.,	1991).	People	thus	seem	to	
find	value	in	helping	others	that	is	not	reducible	to	mere	instrumental	motivation	to	gain	
positive	emotional	experiences	from	such	helping.	



	
That	authenticity	is	different	from	contribution	as	a	self-justifying	value	is	relatively	easy	to	
see.	One	is	about	remaining	true	to	oneself,	the	other	is	about	contribution	beyond	oneself.	
Although	there	are	activities	where	one	is	able	to	fulfill	both	values	simultaneously	(e.g.,	a	
nurse	who	truly	enjoys	her	work	activities),	they	can	easily	come	into	conflict.	William	Damon	
(2008,	p.	20)	gives	the	example	of	a	cardiologist	whose	surgical	skills	saved	human	lives	on	a	
regular	basis	(contribution)	but	who	“hated	his	work	to	such	a	degree	that	he	could	barely	get	
out	of	bed	in	the	morning”	as	he	felt	that	he	had	chosen	this	career	just	“to	please	other	
people”	(inauthenticity).		
	
Also	the	difference	between	authenticity	and	morality	as	self-justifying	values	is	relatively	
clear,	with	philosophers	like	Nietzsche	(e.g.,	1961)	emphasizing	their	separateness.	
Expressing	oneself	and	remaining	loyal	to	moral	standards	can	sometimes	be	in	conflict	with	
each	other.	A	dedicated	sadist	might	choose	to	not	live	out	all	of	one’s	fantasies,	as	some	of	
them	might	be	unjustifiable	from	a	moral	point	of	view.	An	autobiographical	author	such	as	
Karl	Ove	Knausgård	might	expose	much	more	about	the	private	lives	and	secrets	of	those	
close	to	him	than	what	would	be	morally	good,	in	order	to	stay	true	to	one’s	inner	artistic	
vision.	There	are	situations	in	most	lives	where	one	must	balance	the	desire	to	express	
oneself	and	remain	true	to	who	one	truly	is	with	how	much	one	is	willing	to	deviate	from	the	
morally	good	behavior.		
	
The	difference	between	authenticity	and	happiness	as	values	might	be	less	clear.	Both	seem	to	
refer	to	something	within	the	individual:	remaining	true	to	oneself	and	promoting	positive	
inner	states.	Empirical	research	has	also	demonstrated	that	a	sense	of	autonomy	is	an	
important	predictor	of	experienced	well-being	(see	Deci	&	Ryan,	2000).	Accordingly,	one	
could	argue	that	authenticity	is	only	a	means	to	happiness	rather	than	a	separate	self-
justifying	value.	However,	despite	the	fact	that	authenticity	often	might	also	promote	
happiness,	I	argue	that	we	seem	to	value	authenticity	also	in	situations	where	it	goes	against	
our	happiness.	Nozick’s	(1974)	classical	thought	experiment	about	an	experience	machine	
that	would	bring	as	much	pleasure	as	the	person	wants,	is	one	way	to	demonstrate	this.	
Nozick	(1974,	p.	43)	argues	that	not	only	pleasure	matters	in	our	decision	to	plug	in	or	not,	we	
also	“want	to	do	certain	things,	and	not	just	have	the	experience	of	doing	them.”	Furthermore,	
“we	want	to	be	a	certain	way,	to	be	a	certain	sort	of	person”,	instead	of	“an	indeterminate	
blob.”	What	he	thus	seems	to	argue	is	that	besides	pleasurable	experiences,	we	also	value	
having	authentic	experiences	and	being	authentically	the	person	we	are.	In	other	words,	we	
seem	to	value	people’s	right	to	express	themselves	and	be	authentic,	even	when	this	leads	to	
people	making	choices	that	diminish	their	happiness.		
	
What	about	the	existence	of	a	basic	motivational	disposition	that	would	align	itself	with	this	
self-justifying	value	for	authenticity?	Fortunately,	there	is	such	a	disposition:	Autonomy	has	
been	defined	as	being	about	a	sense	of	volition	and	a	perception	of	an	internal	locus	of	
causality	(de	Charms,	1968;	Deci	&	Ryan,	2000).	Autonomy	thus	means	that	“one’s	behaviors	
are	self-endorsed,	or	congruent	with	one’s	authentic	interests	and	values”	(Ryan	&	Deci,	2017,	
p.	10).	Research	within	self-determination	theory	has	argued	that	it	is	one	of	the	basic	
psychological	needs	of	human	beings,	psychological	needs	being	“nutrients	that	are	essential	
for	growth,	integrity,	and	well-being”	(Ryan	&	Deci,	2017,	p.	10).	Empirical	research	has	
demonstrated	the	importance	of	such	autonomy	for	human	wellness	and	vitality	(see	Martela	
&	Ryan,	2016b;	Ryan	&	Deci,	2017).	Research	has	also	shown	that	autonomy	is	not	only	
important	in	Western	countries	but	across	the	world,	also	in	more	collectivistic	cultures	(e.g.	



Chen	et	al.,	2015;	Chirkov,	Ryan,	Kim,	&	Kaplan,	2003)6.	Indeed,	research	on	human	values	has	
shown	that	when	the	materialistic	conditions	improve,	cultures	across	the	world	tend	to	
move	from	more	survival-related	values	towards	values	that	put	more	emphasis	on	self-
expression	(Inglehart,	Foa,	Peterson,	&	Welzel,	2008;	Welzel,	2013).	Furthermore,	
experimental	research	has	shown	that	when	the	sense	of	authenticity	is	strengthened,	this	
increases	people’s	meaning	in	life	(e.g.	Schlegel,	Hicks,	King,	&	Arndt,	2011).	
	
In	evolutionary	terms,	the	need	for	autonomy	is	connected	to	the	propensities	in	animate	life	
toward	“self-regulation	of	action	and	coherence	in	the	organism’s	behavioral	aims”	(Deci	&	
Ryan,	2000,	p.	253).	It	is	beneficial	for	the	organism	to	be	sensitive	to	and	avoid	coercive	
contexts,	as	such	contexts	provide	the	organism	less	opportunities	to	ensure	that	the	situation	
supports	its	survival	and	thriving.	As	Deci	and	Ryan	(2000,	p.	253)	put	it	“the	evolved	capacity	
for	autonomy	is	the	means	by	which	humans	can	avoid	having	their	behavior	easily	entrained	
down	maladaptive,	even	disastrous,	paths.”	When	autonomous,	the	organism	is	better	able	to	
regulate	its	actions	in	accord	with	its	full	array	of	needs	and	available	capacities,	thus	leading	
to	more	effective	self-maintenance.	Autonomy	as	a	biological	need	is	thus	connected	with	
general	evolutionary	theory	about	the	organismic	tendency	to	seek	increasingly	autonomous	
arrangements	(e.g.,	Rosslenbroich,	2009;	Ruiz-Mirazo	&	Moreno,	2012).	However,	it	should	be	
acknowledged	that	beyond	research	within	self-determination	theory,	more	research	would	
be	needed	that	would	directly	connect	the	human	need	for	autonomy	with	evolutionary	
fitness.	

Open	questions:	Biological	and	cultural	evolution	as	regards	self-justifying	values	

The	present	account	has	concentrated	on	those	motivational	dispositions	that	human	beings	
have	acquired	through	evolution,	aiming	to	identify	them,	and	the	corresponding	candidates	
for	self-justifying	values.	The	reason	to	concentrate	on	them	is	because	such	human	biological	
traits	would	have	a	good	claim	to	be	intuitively	appealing	in	an	empirically	universal	way.	
However,	what	such	account	ignores	is	the	significant	influence	of	cultural	evolution	on	
human	motivations	and	values.	All	conduct	is,	after	all,	”interaction	between	elements	of	
human	nature	and	the	environment,	natural	and	social”	(Dewey,	1922,	p.	10).	
	
First,	given	that	various	human	societies	face	relatively	similar	questions	as	regards	allocation	
of	resources	and	other	often	repeated	social	dilemmas,	it	could	be	possible	that	certain	values,	
although	not	backed	by	biological	evolution,	would	be	empirically	universal	just	because	
almost	all	human	societies	would	have	found	them	to	be	important	in	coordinating	their	
behavior.	I	don’t	immediately	know	what	could	be	strong	candidates	for	such	culturally	but	
not	biologically	universal	values,	but	we	must	remain	open	for	such	a	possibility.	
	

	
6	It	is	worth	noting	that	autonomy	is	not	the	same	thing	as	individualism,	even	though	they	
sometimes	are	confused.	As	Chirkov	et	al.	(2003,	p.	98)	note,	autonomy	is	actually	“largely	
orthogonal	to	both	independence	and	individualism.”	While	autonomy	is	about	behavior	
being	“willingly	enacted”	and	personally	endorsed,	individualism	is	about	separateness	from	
others	and	priority	given	to	personal	preferences	and	goals	over	collective	norms	and	goals	
(p.	98,	100).	This	means	that	within	a	collective	culture,	a	person	can	willingly	enact	collective	
goals	thus	being	high	in	autonomy.	
	



Second,	what	is	a	more	probable	scenario,	a	particular	culture	or	a	group	of	cultures	might	
benefit	from	having	a	certain	self-justifying	value,	given	the	state	of	that	society	and	the	
internal	and	environmental	pressures	they	are	facing.	Thus	a	particular	culture	might	have	to	
supplement	the	biologically	given	self-justifying	values	with	certain	more	particular	self-
justifying	values.	Something	akin	to	the	self-justifying	value	of	sacrificing	oneself	for	one’s	
country	or	the	honor	bestowed	upon	those	who	fight	for	one’s	country	could	perhaps	be	such	
a	particular	self-justifying	value	that	would	be	beneficial	for	certain	countries	in	certain	
historical	settings.	However,	my	aim	here	is	not	to	develop	this	account	nor	defend	it,	it	serves	
just	as	an	example	as	a	possible	culturally	specific	self-justifying	value.	The	more	general	
point	is	that	we	must	remain	open	to	the	(quite	probable)	possibility	that	a	society	might	need	
to	supplement	the	biologically	acquired	motivational	dispositions	with	culturally	enacted	
values	in	order	to	function	and	thrive.	And	if	a	certain	value	becomes	an	inherent	part	of	a	
certain	culture	and	the	children	are	brought	to	value	it	from	the	very	beginning,	people	within	
that	culture	might	come	to	value	it	just	as	strongly	and	intuitively	as	they	value	the	
biologically	based	motivational	dispositions.	Thus,	within	cultures	there	could	be	culturally	
acquired	self-justifying	values	that	could	be	widely	shared	and	have	just	as	strong	intuitive	
appeal	and	motivational	force	as	the	biological	dispositions,	as	long	as	we	stay	within	the	
boundaries	of	that	particular	culture.	
	
Third,	we	must	also	remain	open	to	the	possibility	that	in	a	particular	culture,	the	biologically	
acquired	motivational	dispositions	and	the	culturally	acquired	values	could	be	in	open	
conflict.	The	culture	might	see	a	need	to	value	a	thing	the	valuing	of	which	diminishes	the	
possibility	to	value	some	of	the	self-justifying	values	identified	above.	For	example,	a	culture	
might	see	it	important	to	value	homogeneity	to	such	a	degree	that	it	narrows	significantly	
people’s	room	for	authenticity	and	self-expression.	How	to	reconcile	such	conflicts	between	
biologically	and	culturally	acquired	values?	A	full	exposition	of	this	question	would	require	an	
article	of	its	own,	but	suffice	it	to	say	here	that	while	there	might	be	cases	where	the	culturally	
acquired	value	might	be	completely	legitimate,	given	the	specific	environmental	and	other	
factors,	often	it	is	useful	to	think	whether	the	value	that	is	in	conflict	with	our	biological	
dispositions	actually	serves	the	good	of	the	whole	society.	For	example,	the	narrow	space	for	
self-expression	that	many	cultures	allow	for	women	usually	doesn’t	serve	the	good	of	all	the	
people	of	the	culture	but	rather	the	interests	of	those	in	power.	Thus	these	conflicts	must	be	
resolved	case	by	case	to	see	how	strong	case	can	be	made	for	each	of	the	value	in	question	in	
that	particular	historical	setting.	But	in	general,	given	their	empirical	universality,	the	
biologically	acquired	dispositions	and	their	corresponding	self-justifying	values	have	the	
potential	to	be	used	to	evaluate	and	compare	cultures	and	cultural	practices	‘from	the	
outside.’	Thus	they	could	offer	an	important	tool	that	could	be	used	to	evaluate	and	criticize	
certain	cultural	practices	and	values	within	certain	tribes,	organizations,	or	societies	(see	
Ryan	&	Deci,	2017).	
		
All	in	all,	what	I	am	trying	to	say	is	that	although	the	empirical	identification	of	basic	
motivational	dispositions	and	corresponding	self-justifying	values	provides	one	very	
promising	avenue	for	identifying	those	self-justifying	values	that	would	have	very	wide	
appeal	for	human	beings,	they	alone	are	not	enough	to	settle	the	most	suitable	values	for	
individuals	or	societies.	In	any	particular	life	or	in	any	particular	society	valuing	them	must	be	
balanced	with	an	examination	of	what	more	particular	values	or	motives	might	be	important	
for	survival	and	thriving	in	that	specific	historical	setting.	



Conclusion	

This	article	has	aimed	to	articulate	one	path	through	which	human	quest	to	find	warranted	
and	intuitively	appealing	self-justifying	values	to	guide	the	life	of	individuals	and	societies	
could	be	brought	closer	to	an	empirical	science.	Instead	of	just	appealing	to	intuition,	the	
present	account	suggests	that	one	robust	and	empirically	universal	source	of	such	intuitions	
are	the	basic	motivational	dispositions	humans	are	equipped	with	through	their	biological	
nature.	Psychological	and	evolutionary	research	has	examined	the	potential	candidates	for	
such	dispositions,	providing	us	with	a	relatively	broad	body	of	empirical	research	that	can	be	
used	to	evaluate	the	strength	of	the	case	behind	any	candidate	motivational	disposition.		
	
Some	eighty	years	ago,	Dewey	(1939,	p.	21)	noted	how	medical	art	is	approaching		

“a	state	in	which	many	of	the	rules	laid	down	for	a	patient	by	a	physician	as	to	
what	it	is	better	for	him	to	do,	not	merely	in	the	way	of	medicaments	but	of	diet	
and	habits	of	life,	are	based	upon	experimentally	ascertained	principles	of	
chemistry	and	physics.”	

	
Dewey	called	for	a	similar	turn	in	the	science	of	human	valuations.	When	we	philosophers,	as	
experts	of	ethical	matters,	are	asked	to	give	advice	for	individuals	or	for	societies	about	what	
they	ought	to	value,	what	can	we	base	those	advices	on?	The	possibility	suggested	here	is	that	
empirical	examination	of	human	basic	motivational	dispositions	could	offer	us	one	tool	to	be	
used	for	grounding	such	advice	in	something	empirically	universal.	Although	the	
particularities	of	individual	lives	and	societies	must	be	taken	into	account,	the	self-justifying	
values	identified	through	the	empirical	method	suggested	here	would	be	values	that	it	is	wise	
to	acknowledge	in	almost	all	cases.	One	might	have	to	balance	them	with	some	more	
particular	values,	but	there	would	be	almost	no	cases	where	these	self-justifying	values	would	
not	play	any	role	in	identifying	what	it	is	best	for	a	person	or	a	society	to	do.	Thus	they	might	
represent	the	most	robust	advice	that	one	can	give	to	the	general	question	of	what	to	value	
and	what	is	worth	striving	for	in	human	life.		
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