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Abstract:

We commonly believe that some states of affairs are good or better than others. We also
commonly suppose that some individuals have value. More specifically, we judge that certain classes
of individuals—persons, for example—merit our concern or respect. I argue that states can be good
only if and because there are individuals who have value. I call this thesis “the Dependence Thesis”
or “DT.” David Velleman and Elizabeth Anderson defend positions that are similar to DT.
Something like DT is also implicit in Christine Korsgaard’s work on the nature of moral obligation,
and lies at the foundation of Stephen Darwall’s recent theory of welfare. But DT is controversial.
DT challenges the traditional consequentialist position that states can have non-derivative value. 1
explain that while DT is intuitively compelling, the existing arguments for it are both problematic and
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incomplete. After clarifying exactly what the view comes to, I advance a novel defense of the
Dependence Thesis.

First, I give a direct argument for DT. Specifically, I articulate and defend the claim that a state
can be good only if and because it is worth realizing for the sake of some individual(s) who merit
concern or respect. I also explain why DT’s substantive implications make it compelling. For
example, DT avoids population paradoxes that beset views according to which states are
independently good. Of course, when we argue that a state is good, we almost never directly invoke
the idea that individuals have value. I explain why arguments that purport to show that a state is non-
derivatively valuable actually suggest just the opposite.

The final chapter is the most speculative. I suggest that the existence of normative reasons
generally depends on the existence of individuals that merit concern or respect. Therefore, answering
the question, Who merits concern or respect?, is of central importance. I argue that bezngs for whom things can
g0 better or worse merit concern and bezngs with a capacity for agency merit respect. I explore some
implications of this position and explain why it is particularly well-suited to address deeper questions
about the foundations of normative facts.
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