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is Human Life liself a Value?ﬁi

Few philosophers have defended the “quality of life” point of view with greater
fenacity and courage than Sidney Hook. Long before it became fashionable ta
defend the right to suicide, Hook argued that death is often our friend and
that, under certain circimstances, choosing to end our own life “would be a
Jegitimate means to attain our ends, often a praiseworthy means, and sometimes
even an obligatory means. , . " Similarly, Hook has been a great champion of
the intelligent resistance Lo tyranny. Fe has vigorously defended the right (if not
the obligntion) Lo resist (yranny, even il that resislance resalls ina threat Lo our
awn life.2 'The great enemy is the fear ol denth, beenuse i s fununount (0 {he
fear of fiving well il there should be any resistance, even moderate resistance, (o
doing so. For history and the long swecp of human experience has demonstrated
that, when mere survival becomes a fetish, not only is the good life with its
higher forms of excellence sacrificed, but meaningful life as well,

In other words, the melioristic pragmatist maintains that it is not life as
bare subsistence, but the good life, that is the object of intellectual endeavor,

.. I
Paradoxical as it may sound, life itself is not o value, What gives life value is not
its mere existence but its quality. Whoever proclaims that life is worth living
under any circumstances has already written for himself an epitaph of infamy,
For there is no principle or human being he will not betray; there is no indignity
he will not suffer or compound,?

Thus for the pragmatist, life is important only as the condition and opportu-
_ nity for the good life, and he prefers not to live at all if he must live under certain
circumstances, :

All these points are important and most are well taken. Extreme vitalists
and “quantity of lifers” are largely mistaken, Contrary (0 what they suggest,
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the fear of death and the conviction that life is worth living under any circum-
stances is not conducive to, or even supportive of, a meaningful or a good life,
To tell the poor,.the needy, or the oppressed that they should be content with
whatever they may have as long as they can live is not merely worship of the
status quo but a mockery of the ided]l of excellence and the very notion of
human dignity.

 The vitalist and his like are also mlstaken as to the nature of this value. Life
is not an absolute value, Even Albert Schweitzer was willing to kill certain life
forms in order to save others. And Gandhi, the patron saint of twentieth-
* century pacifism, a man who abhorred almost all forms of killing, writes:

1 see there is an instinctive horror of killing beings under any circumstances what-
ever. . . . [But] should my child be attacked with rabies and there was no helpful
remedy to relieve his agony, [ should consider it my duty to take his life.4

We may define morality differently, but no matter what our conception of the
good is, if we do not corrupt or destroy the notion of friendship and the notion

-of a lesser evil, death is often found to be a friend or, at least, the lcsser of two
evils,

Nor is it true, once we escape from the self-serving metaphysical fiat, from
the presupposition that all being must somehow be good, that unhappy existence
is always better than death because life, even at its worst, is always better than
nonexistence.? Notice my objection is not to the claim that men generally
prefer existence to nonexistence but rather to the claim that they a/ways do so or
that they afways ought to do so, For the evidence indicates that human beings
generally prefer life to death. So that if the mode be an empirical one, it is dif-

- ficult to seec how one can honor truth, and when confronted with the claim, pro-
ceed to deny that most humans, by their very actions, show they prefer some of
the most meager (but not meaningless) forms of human existence—lives of end-
- less toil and hardship, slavery or near slavery, and even great mental or physical
disability —to that of death,

The other large area of agreement concerns the value of intelligent resis-
tance. Hook correctly insists that a rational and high-minded being may prefer
resistance to surrender, even death to a life of complete and utter degradanon

“That mere survwal is not to be made a fetish. That

No man can win freedom unless he conquers his fear of death, No nation can pre-
serve its freedom unless it is willing to risk destruction in its defense, . , . [That]
the free society from Pericles to the present has survived because it has valued
“some thing more than survival, because of its vision of human excellence, dignity
and joy has made some kinds of life unworthy of man,¢

. Yet for all the vitality and great power of Hook’s position something is
wrong, It is well not to overestimate the value of life. But it is not well to
‘underestimate its value or to argue in a manner as to give the impression that
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only life at its fullest or near fullest is worth living. And it does not seem right
to say that only the gaod life is worth living and that life itself is not of value,

Following Dewey and Hook, I shall say that in empirical fact the measure
of value a person attaches to a given end is not what he says about its precious-
ness but the care he devotes to obtaining and using the means without which it
cannot be attained or adequately protected.” Thus, to value an object is to be
disposed to actively behave in such a way as to achieve, sustain, or enhance the
welfare of that object. Now it would take us far afield to discuss the question
of the good and the truth of the form of ideal utilitarianism I wish to support,
viz., the marriage of a plurality of ideals, including open ideals, with the pluck
and will to achieve and defend them. What is relevant, however, is to note that
there are advantages to not-equating goodness with value, as Dewey and Hook
appear to do. Briefly stated, what are the advantages of not identifying good-
ness with value, as value is here defined? First and foremost, it enables us to
intelligently discuss those objects that may not be presently valued. Second, it
allows us to account for mistakes in valnation, such as when something is ini-
tially judged to be of value but then it is discavered that the benefits are meager
and the costs are irrationally high, And finally it enables us to avoid the Charyb-
dis of a rigid Aristotelianism, the notionof a predetermined limited number of
ends inherently arranged in a rigidly fixed order of increasing comprehensive-
ness and finality, and the Scylia of an empty behaviorism,

The following scems to be true. First, human beings, by their actions, do
generally value life, They do generally strive to defeat, or at least postpone,
death, Perhaps they ought not. Perhaps they should only value the good fife.
But that is a different guestion. The question before us is whether life itself is
of value and not whether it ought to be of value,

Second, since human life as a normal biological fact is of value, it isnot
fully accurnte to say that human life itself is not of value, Strictly speaking,
what is generally not of value is nat life itself, but irrevocably meaningless exis-
tence, What is generally not of value is a life so irretrievably blasted by acci-
dent, malady, or birth so as not to warrant rationzl hope.

The third point relates to the claim that only the good life is worth living.
Philosophers, following Aristotle, are generally intoxicated with the idea of
the good life. They repeatedly claim that it is not life itself that is worth living,
_ but only the good life. They tend to forget that, for Aristotle, the good life pre-
supposes a fairly high and reiatively rare level of human achievement, They
also seem to forget that if Aristotle’s doctrine of the sood life is strictly adhered
{o, and if the injunction be true, then it follows that the lives of most human
beings are not worth living,

Surely something is amiss here. Failure to achieve the good life does not, in
[1self, result in degradation and obloguy, Perhaps the achievement of a full life
is an important end. But a life that is not full is not necessarily empty. And o
life that is neither fully nor richly meaningful is not meaningless. Fortunately
for most human beings, there are various levels of meaningful life between
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bare subsistence and the good life. Althoupgh they may not be of intrinsic
value, they are typically found to be sufficient to sustain the souls of most men
and are, therefore, of value.
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