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ABSTRACT

This article offers a comprehensive philosophical analysis of prioritization, treating it as an act deeply
rooted in ethics, existential choice, phenomenological experience, pragmatic reasoning, and political
structures. Far from being a mere logistical tool, prioritization is shown to reflect moral commitments,
express personal and collective agency, and shape our experience of the world. Engaging key thinkers such
as Kant, Mill, Sartre, Heidegger, Foucault, Arendt, Dewey, Fraser, and hooks, the paper explores how
prioritization functions within frameworks of value, responsibility, freedom, justice, and resistance.
Drawing primarily from Western philosophical traditions, this inquiry demonstrates that to prioritize is to
make explicit the implicit structures of meaning and power that govern human life. The act of prioritization
emerges as a site of ethical decision, ontological orientation, and political struggle.

Keywords: Prioritization; Ethics; Agency; Existentialism; Phenomenology; Pragmatism; Political
Philosophy; Recognition; Foucault; Kant; Sartre; Dewey; Feminist Theory

INTRODUCTION

Prioritization is often conceived as a matter of time management or productivity, but it raises
foundational philosophical questions. What does it mean to deem one value, action, or person more
important than another? How do we justify such choices ethically, socially, or existentially?
Philosophical traditions across the world have explored the nature of value, decision-making, and
moral judgment—all of which are embedded in the logic of prioritization. In this paper,
prioritization is treated not merely as a psychological or strategic act but as an existential
affirmation of what matters, an ethical stance, and a sociopolitical exercise of agency.

ETHICAL DIMENSIONS: DEONTOLOGY AND UTILITARIANISM

From the standpoint of ethics, prioritization is a reflection of moral frameworks that guide
decision-making. Immanuel Kant’s deontological ethics insists that actions must conform to
universal moral laws, expressed in his categorical imperative: "Act only according to that maxim
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whereby you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law" (Kant, 1785/1993).
In this view, prioritization must be guided by duty and rational moral law rather than subjective
outcomes. For example, telling the truth must be prioritized over lying, even if lying would produce
a better outcome in a specific case.

John Stuart Mill’s utilitarianism, by contrast, proposes that actions should be judged according to
their consequences, specifically their capacity to promote the greatest happiness for the greatest
number (Mill, 1861/2001). Prioritization in this ethical model becomes a calculus of benefit versus
harm, where one chooses the action likely to yield the best overall outcome. The utilitarian model
is frequently used in public policy, medical ethics, and economics to justify prioritization of
resources and actions.

Both frameworks highlight a tension between principle-based and outcome-based prioritization,
inviting further inquiry into the normative foundations of human decision-making.

EXISTENTIAL AND PHENOMENOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES

Existentialist thinkers such as Jean-Paul Sartre view prioritization as an assertion of freedom and
authenticity. Sartre argues that human beings are "condemned to be free," meaning that they must
constantly make choices that define their essence (Sartre, 1943/2007). In prioritizing one project
over another, the individual does not merely choose but creates themselves through that act. To
defer or avoid prioritization is, in Sartre’s view, an act of bad faith (mauvaise foi), a denial of one’s
own freedom and responsibility.

Martin Heidegger’s existential phenomenology contributes a deeper layer to this discussion. In
Being and Time, Heidegger (1927/1962) speaks of Dasein—the being that we ourselves are—as
always already involved in the world in terms of care (Sorge). Prioritization arises from our
fundamental attunement to possibilities. When we encounter our finitude and the "call of
conscience,” we are summoned to reorder our lives according to what is most authentic—what
Heidegger terms "being-toward-death." Thus, prioritization becomes an existential unveiling of
what truly matters.

PRAGMATIST REFLECTIONS

The American pragmatist tradition, particularly as seen in the works of William James and John
Dewey, views prioritization as an instrument of problem-solving and moral experimentation.
Dewey (1932/1983) emphasized that moral deliberation is a process of inquiry wherein conflicting
values must be weighed in context. Rather than adhering to fixed hierarchies of value, pragmatism

71

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF DEVELOPMENT IN SOCIAL SCIENCES AND
HUMANITIES



International Journal of Development in Social Sciences and Humanities http://www.ijdssh.com

(1JDSSH) 2018, Vol. No. 5, Jan-Jun e-1SSN: 2455-5142; p-1SSN: 2455-7730

invites a flexible and context-sensitive model of prioritization grounded in experiential learning
and social consequences.

James (1897/1956) emphasizes the "will to believe,” where belief—and by extension
prioritization—is not simply a passive reception of truth but an active orientation toward what one
finds meaningful. For James, the act of choosing among alternatives gives structure to the self,
aligning with existential themes of agency and affirmation.

POLITICAL DIMENSIONS: FOUCAULT AND CRITICAL THEORY

Prioritization is also a political act. Michel Foucault’s genealogical critique of power reveals that
what societies prioritize—whether in discourse, policy, or institutional practice—is shaped by
historically contingent regimes of knowledge and power (Foucault, 1977). Discourses on health,
race, sexuality, or productivity reflect specific value-laden priorities that are naturalized through
disciplinary mechanisms.

In The History of Sexuality, Foucault (1978) argues that power operates not only through
repression but through the productive organization of bodies, identities, and desires. Thus, the
question of whose needs, voices, or lives are prioritized becomes a question of biopolitics.
Prioritization is not neutral; it is embedded in networks of surveillance, normalization, and
exclusion.

Critical theorists such as Nancy Fraser (2000) and Iris Marion Young (1990) emphasize the ethical
stakes of recognition and redistribution. Fraser argues that social justice requires balancing claims
of recognition (cultural respect) and redistribution (economic justice). What is prioritized in a just
society must attend to the intersection of these demands, resisting frameworks that marginalize the
oppressed.

bell hooks (1984) extends this critique, noting that “patriarchy has no gender,” and highlighting
how even within marginalized groups, systems of power determine whose struggles and voices are
prioritized. Political prioritization often reflects internalized hierarchies, requiring a radical
restructuring of awareness and advocacy.

PRIORITIZATION AND AGENCY

Agency is the capacity to act intentionally and meaningfully within a world. Prioritization is one
of the most direct expressions of agency. To choose, to rank, to affirm one value over another, is
to shape the world in accord with one’s vision or need. Feminist theorists like Marilyn Frye (1983)
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and bell hooks (1984) note how marginalized groups are often denied the space to prioritize their
own needs or voices. In such contexts, reclaiming prioritization becomes an act of resistance.

Moreover, Hannah Arendt (1958) distinguishes between labor, work, and action, suggesting that
true political agency lies in action—the spontaneous, plural, and public initiation of new
possibilities. Prioritization, when exercised authentically and collectively, can be a mode of
natality, the capacity to begin anew.

THE ETHICS OF EVERYDAY PRIORITIZATION

On a more everyday level, prioritization structures our routines, relationships, and identities. How
we choose to spend our time, whom we attend to, and what projects we pursue are expressions of
our values and our philosophical orientations, whether explicit or implicit.

Contemporary debates on self-care, environmental sustainability, and work-life balance
foreground the ethical complexity of seemingly mundane choices. For instance, prioritizing self-
care may be framed as either individualistic retreat or radical self-preservation, depending on the
context. Similarly, prioritizing economic growth over environmental health is a question of
intergenerational justice.

Every prioritization is thus a microcosm of broader ethical, social, and metaphysical commitments.
CONCLUSION

Philosophical reflection reveals that prioritization is not merely a technical or personal act but a
profound expression of ethics, agency, and social meaning. Whether through Kantian duty,
existential choice, pragmatic reasoning, or political recognition, our priorities shape who we are
and the world we inhabit. To prioritize is to affirm value—to say what matters and why. It is an
invitation to live deliberately, ethically, and in solidarity with others.
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