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ABSTRACT 

In the last several years, a growing number of philosophers, including Thomas 

Hill, Jean Hampton, Neera Badhwar, and Robin Dillon, have turned their attention to the 

issue of self-respect. While several authors have identified a number of behaviors that 

are incompatible with self-respect, few have attempted an extended analysis of self-

respect. Moreover, comparatively little attention has been focused on the moral 

importance of self-respect. 

In my dissertation, I build on the work of these and other philosophers. I begin by 

developing an analysis of self-respect. I argue that there are at least three distinct 

components of self-respect; specifically, a self-respecting person is true to herself, 

respects her interests and respects her judgment. I argue that no single component is 

sufficient for self-respect; for instance, a person who respects her judgment may yet fail 

to respect her interests. Similarly, a person who is true to herself does not necessarily 

fully respect either her interests or her judgment. 

In the remainder of my dissertation, I demonstrate why self-respect is so 

important for moral philosophy. Specifically, I focus on the moral issues that arise when 

a person who lacks self-respect interacts with others. I argue that a lack of self-respect 

may morally corrupt both the individual who lacks self-respect and those with whom she 

interacts. The danger of significant moral corruption is intensified in intimate 

relationships Moreover, such corruption is not always confined to the relationship in 

which it was initially fostered. 
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Exploitation is among the vices that thrive when individuals lack self-respect. In 

the final chapter, 1 demonstrate the relevance of self-respect to analyses of exploitation. 

For instance, Robert Goodin has argued that exploitation is impossible where all parties 

to a relationship have an equal stake in the relationship; this means that each party has as 

much to lose as any other should the relationship be terminated. I argue that persons who 

lack self-respect are vulnerable to exploitation even when they wield equal power in their 

relationships with others. That is, self-respect has an independent effect on a person's 

vulnerability to exploitation; a deficiency of self-respect is sufficient to render a person 

exploitable. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Various authors have identified servility', failing to live up to or to have personal 

standards^, shamelessness^, amorality, wickedness, even arrogance" as failures of self-

respect. The dissimilarity among these alleged failures of self-respect is puzzling; both 

servility and arrogance, for instance, are cited as failures of self-respect. Moreover, some 

of the items on the list seem at first blush to exemplify a failure to respect others rather 

than a failure to respect oneself^ That the wicked and arrogant fail to respect others is 

painfully evident; it is less clear that they fail to respect themselves. 

What, then, is involved in respecting oneself? In this chapter, I set the stage for 

an extended analysis of the concept of self-respect. After briefly discussing the more 

fundamental concept of respect', I consider at some length what is involved in respecting 

persons. According to the conception of respect presented here', respecting persons 

involves recognizing that they are intrinsically valuable, understanding that their value 

generates moral constraints regarding how they may be treated, prizing^ that value as 

something to be protected and preserved, and behaving accordingly I argue that 

behavior, by which I mean a person's actions or pattern of actions', does not determine 

whether a person respects other persons. This is true for two reasons. First, respect has 

cognitive and attitudinal aspects in addition to its behavioral aspect Second, what counts 

as respecting others often depends on the context in which the behavior occurs 

Specifically, the agent's relationship to the other person is relevant to determining the 

agent's intent and is therefore relevant to determining whether he genuinely respects the 

other 
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Respect 

The basic notion of respect is perhaps clear enough. First, respect is typically a 

response to perceived value or worth; that is, I cannot respect what I take to be worthless. 

Hence, to respect something is already to believe it to be valuable. But to believe that 

something is valuable is not equivalent to respecting it. To respect something is to have a 

particular kind of positive response to its value, viz., to esteem or value it.'° For instance, 

I do not respect the environment if I believe it to be valuable and yet do not care whether 

it is preserved. Finally, respect involves treating the object of respect in accordance with 

its worth.'' 

Suppose I believe that the environment is valuable and ought to be protected. If I 

then deliberately'^ harm it, I fail to respect its value; I treat it as if it were not valuable." 

Thus, we may say that respect has three components: (a) cognitive (belief that the object 

is valuable), (b) attitudinal (esteeming the object, attaching importance to it because of its 

perceived value) and (c) behavioral (treating the object as valuable). 

Let me say a bit more about the cognitive aspect of respect. I have said that to 

respect something is to believe that the object is valuable. But the cognitive aspect of 

respect involves more than the mere belief that an object has value Certain mistakes in 

assessing value, in particular, mistakes regarding the kind of value an object has, are 

incompatible with respecting the object. 

Consider the environment. A fundamental disagreement concerns the nature of 

the environment's value The disagreement centers on whether the environment is 
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valuable independent of its contribution to human purposes, i.e., whether it is valuable in 

and of itself 

William Baxter argues in People or Penguins^* that the environment's value is 

strictly instrumental. According to Baxter, we ought to preserve the environment only 

insofar as that is the course of action (among the alternatives) that would maximize 

human preference satisfaction. Thus, environmental degradation is only an issue insofar 

as it affects human welfare. If preserving a natural habitat provides greater benefits to 

human beings (e.g., aesthetic, physical, psychological, etc.) than the relevant alternatives, 

then we ought to preserve the habitat. 

Contrast this view of the environment's value with one recently expounded by 

Paul Taylor.'^ Taylor argues that all living things have inherent worth.'® To say that a 

member of "Earth's community of life" has inherent worth is to say "that its good is 

deserving of the concern and consideration of all moral agents, and that the realization of 

its good has intrinsic value, to be pursued as an end in itself and for the sake of the entity 

whose good it is".'^ 

Taylor and Baxter might agree that, e.g., a particular habitat should be preserved, 

but notice that their reasons for thinking that it should be preserved will be significantly 

different Taylor will have come to this conclusion having considered the good of all 

living things, not just the good of human beings. By contrast, for Baxter, the fact that 

preserving the habitat will promote the good of non-human species is irrelevant in and of 

itself to a determination of what we ought to do. It becomes relevant only because their 

good links up with our own. According to Baxter, determining whether preserving the 



habitat will maximize human satisfaction settles the question of whether we ought to 

preserve it. For Taylor, the good of non-human organisms could give us sufficient 

reason to preserve the habitat even when doing so did not maximize human preference 

satisfaction. 

Respect involves having a fairly accurate perception of the target object. 

Fundamental mistakes, e.g., mistakes regarding the kind of value an object has, will 

distort the agent's overall evaluation of and response to the object. If the environment 

both intrinsically and instrumentally valuable, then Baxter is deficient in respect for the 

environment, for he has completely overlooked its intrinsic value. The point is not so 

much that he does not value the environment sufficiently, but rather that he does not 

value it in the right way. 

If this is right, wrongly withholding an attribution of a particular kind of value is 

inconsistent with fijlly respecting the object. Now consider an agent who makes the 

opposite mistake; rather than wrongly withholding the attribution of a particular kind of 

value, he instead wrongly attributes a particular kind of value to an object and esteems 

the object at least partly on that basis. 

We sometimes hear of persons who have great wealth and yet hoard it, denying 

themselves even the most minimum of comforts. An elderly resident of my hometown 

was assumed to be poor He seemed not to have many clothes, had poor hygiene, few 

teeth, and lived in a ramshackle house that was nearly obscured by boxes On those 

relatively rare occasions when he was seen outside, he was usually picking up litter at a 
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small neighborhood store. Imagine, then, the surprise when upon his death the local 

paper reported that he was a multi-millionaire. 

This local hermit seems not to have understood the point of having money. Not 

only did he live as if he were poor, but he also neglected to meet certain of his own 

needs. Nor did he use the money to meet others' needs or to further some cause. Since 

he left no will, he presumably did not intend that the money be used for any particular 

purpose. Rather, he seems to have been content simply to accumulate money, for no 

particular purpose.'^ 

Does the miserly hermit respect money? Notice that the miser does not have too 

little regard for money. Rather, he has the wrong kind of regard for money; that is, he 

values it for the wrong reasons. One way of cashing this out is that he values money 

intrinsically, but not instrumentally. He thus accumulates money because having more is, 

in his mind, better whether or not he ever uses it. If this is the proper interpretation of his 

behavior, he does not respect money, for he fails to grasp what money is for. 

As I have described the miser, he errs in two ways. First, he wrongly attributes 

intrinsic value to money. Second, he seems to believe that money's primary, if not sole, 

value is intrinsic That is, he either neglects money's instrumental value or denies that it 

has such value Thus, the problem is not simply that he values money for what it is not, 

but also that he fails to value it for what it is. 

But 1 doubt that it is always the case that these two mistakes go together. It seems 

possible that a person could mistakenly take an object to be intrinsically valuable while 

still doing justice to its instrumental value. The question then is whether a mistaken. 
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possibly well-meaning attribution of value is sufficient to undermine the agent's claim to 

respect a given object. 

Consider again the question of the environment's value. Earlier, I supposed that 

the environmentalist is correct to attribute intrinsic value to the environment. But 

suppose he were wrong; that is, suppose it were the case that the environment has only 

instrumental value. Were that so, it would follow that the environmentalist is wrong to 

give the kind of priority he does to the environment. But from this it does not follow that 

he is lacking in respect for the environment. Unlike the miser who, as stipulated, fails to 

see that money has instmmental value, the typical environmentalist would grant that the 

environment is instrumentally valuable. Though the environmentalist might for political 

reasons emphasize the environment's supposed intrinsic value, this is compatible with an 

appreciation for its instrumental value. That is, it is clearly possible that the 

environmentalist's only mistake is attributing an additional source of value to the 

environment. Assuming that he respects its instrumental value, the fact that he also 

believes that it is intrinsically valuable does not negate his claim to respect the 

environment.Given that he gives due consideration to the proper basis of respect for 

the environment, he is not deficient in respect for the environment. He may extend more 

(or a different kind of) respect than is warranted, but that is a different matter. This might 

not be an entirely blameless form of respect, but it is respect nonetheless."' 

So far, I have focused on errors in the attribution of value. I have argued that an 

agent who either does not understand the implications of an attribution of a particular 

kind of value or fails to attribute the right kind of value to an object does not fiilly respect 
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that object. I have also claimed that an agent who mistakenly attributes the wrong kind 

of value to an object may be said to respect that object provided that he fully appreciates 

the real value of the object. Thus, on my account, respect requires only that the agent 

accord the right kind of value to the object, not that he refrain from according additional 

value to the object . So long as his misattribution of value does not interfere with his 

valuing the object in the right way, it would be odd to deny that he respects the object. 
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Respect for Persons 

Keeping these three aspects (cognitive, attitudinal, and behavioral) of respect in 

mind, let us consider what is required to respect persons. To respect a person as a person 

is simply to respect his or her personhood, to, as it is sometimes put, respect the humanity 

within him, to treat him in accordance with the norms governing how persons are to be 

treated. For instance, persons are not to be murdered, raped, exploited, stolen from, etc. 

Having respect for persons involves recognizing that they are valuable, esteeming 

that value as something to be protected and preserved^"* and treating them as valuable.^' 

Respect for persons also involves according persons the right kind of value. One who 

mistakenly thinks that persons have only instrumental value does not respect persons, for 

he fundamentally misunderstands the nature of persons. By failing to accord persons 

intrinsic value, he fails to value them in the right way. Because he overlooks the intrinsic 

value of persons, he fails to give them due consideration. Similarly, one who believes 

that persons are intrinsically valuable, but fails to understand that that value constrains 

how they may be treated fails to appreciate something important about persons He does 

not fully respect persons if he fails to understand that their absolute value rules out 

certain kinds of treatment. 

Respecting persons involves- at minimum- observing certain limits Assuming 

that being a person is itself valuable, that value applies to all persons, whether oneself or 

others. Thus, all persons have an equal basic value in virtue of being persons that is not 

contingent on the agent's actions, character traits, or abilities.^^ Given that all persons 

have this equal basic value, if it is wrong to treat one person a particular way under 
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circumstances in which a person's merit is not morally relevant , it will be equally 

wrong to treat other persons in that way under those circumstances. Hence, depending on 

the value persons have, certain ways of treating persons may be necessarily incompatible 

with respecting them. 

Of course, this characterization of respect for persons does not tell us whether 

there are any behaviors that are necessarily incompatible with respecting persons. 

However, there is philosophical support for the claim that certain ways of treating other 

persons are incompatible with respecting them. According to at least one strand of 

Kantian moral thought, the nature of persons (the type of value they have and the features 

that account for that value^*) entails that certain behaviors, e.g., murder, rape, torture, 

theft, etc are incompatible with respecting other persons- irrespective of the perpetrator's 

motive or intention.^' On this view, the benevolent thief is just as guilty as the baleful 

thief of failing to respect persons A person who steals from a friend in order to prevent 

her from blowing her money on some foolish scheme may care for his friend, but he does 

not respect her, for he treats her as if she does not have the authority or capacity to direct 

her own life His behavior manifests a failure to appreciate the moral significance of 

being a person A person who understood the sort of value persons have and also 

understood the significance of that value would recognize that stealing is not justified by 

benevolent motives^" That is, the constraint against stealing, like those against murder, 

torture and rape, is absolute. 

A person who violates these absolute constraints thereby demonstrates a lack of 

respect for persons, for his behavior manifests the presence either of a fundamental 
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cognitive error or an affective failure, perhaps both. He makes a cognitive error if he 

denies that his victims are intrinsically valuable or that they have the same intrinsic value 

as he does. Similarly, his error is cognitive if he fails to appreciate the significance of 

their value; he fails to fully understand and appreciate their value if he does not see that 

the value of persons renders murder, rape and the like unacceptable. In the event that his 

behavior is not attributable to a cognitive error, it is attributable to an affective failure 

such as indifference, hostility, etc. 

From what I have said so far, it may seem that whether a person respects others 

can be determined simply by looking at her behavior. But this is not the case. Respect is 

not simply, or even primarily, a matter of behavior. It is certainly true that one who 

respects others will tend to refrain fi-om abusing them. But outwardly respectful behavior 

is no guarantee of genuine respect. A person may refrain from treating others in 

objectionable ways, but if his restraint is not a response to their intrinsic value, but 

merely prudential , then he does not respect persons. For instance, one who does not see 

persons as valuable in themselves might refrain from harming them because he is afraid 

of getting caught. His restraint in these circumstances merely mimics respect. 

Conversely, it is also true that one who does not respect others is apt to reveal this 

in his behavior But once we move beyond the paradigm disrespectful behaviors, we see 

that behavior is not always a reliable indicator of disrespect Just as an agent's behavior 

may appear to be respectful without being so, so an agent's behavior may appear 

disrespectflil without being so. That this is so is evident once we realize that not all 

norms of respect are absolute. Behavior that violates absolute norms, I have said, is 
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inherently disrespectful, for the only reasonable explanation of such behavior involves an 

attribution of either an attitude or a cognitive misunderstanding that is incompatible with 

having respect for persons.^"* By contrast, behavior that violates social or contextual 

norms is not necessarily disrespectful. Here, the agent's intent is relevant to assessing 

whether his actions are indicative of disrespect. 

Consider the following real-life example. Having been reared in the Deep South, 

I had never met a practicing Jew. On a trip to New York, 1 had my first encounter with 

Judaism. While waiting for a ferry, I noticed an elderly man who, from his dress, 

appeared to be an Orthodox Jew. Since 1 am interested in meeting people who have 

different cultural and religious backgrounds from my own, I approached him and 

attempted to strike up a conversation. After a couple of minutes of dead silence on his 

end, I gathered that he took offense at my behavior. Looking back, I assume that I 

unwittingly violated some norm of respect. Perhaps the young are not to approach the 

old so freely or perhaps it was a gender issue. Whatever the case, 1 certainly intended no 

disrespect. 

Like the thief, 1 was probably ignorant of a norm of respect. But while the thief s 

ignorance marked him as someone who did not fully respect persons, my ignorance was 

of a different sort. The sort of ignorance I displayed was not ignorance of the moral 

status of persons or of the ways in which persons qua persons are (not) to be treated, but 

rather ignorance of a particular cultural tradition. Since 1 violated a social norm rather 

than an absolute norm, my behavior is to be interpreted in light of my knowledge and 

intentions Had I approached him knowing that he would interpret my behavior as 
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disrespectful, then, absent some extenuating circumstance^^, my approaching him would 

have been disrespectful. But since I neither knew nor could have been expected to know 

in advance that my behavior would be interpreted as disrespectful, there is no basis for 

ascribing to me a disrespectful attitude. Given that (a) my ignorance of this norm is 

consistent with respecting persons, (b) my attitude was respectful and (c) my intent was 

benign, my actions were not indicative of disrespect. 

The foregoing establishes one important difference between social and absolute 

norms of respect: when the norm violated is absolute, the agent's intent is irrelevant. 

That the agent's intent was benevolent merely reveals a fundamental ignorance that is 

inconsistent with fully respecting persons. By contrast, intent and knowledge are relevant 

to determining whether an agent's violation of a social norm is indicative of disrespect. 

Furthermore, social norms are contextually defined; the nature of a person's relationship 

with another determines what sorts of behaviors are appropriate. Just as an agent's 

excusable ignorance of a social norm is relevant to determining whether she respects the 

person concerned, so an agent's relationship to another person is relevant to determining 

whether the agent has violated a norm of respect. Once we move beyond the paradigm 

instances of disrespect, what counts as disrespectful varies with the relationship between 

persons^'' 

Consider first the stranger whom I pass on the street. Fairly obviously, if I violate 

the paradigm constraints against murder, assault, theft, etc., I have treated him as less 

than a person. But surely assaulting the stranger in these ways is not the only way of 

showing disrespect. Suppose 1 deliberately jostle him- simply because I am in a bad 
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mood and want to take it out on someone. In this case, my behavior is indicative of 

disrespect, for I treat him as a venue for my anger -as an object of my convenience. 

Ordinarily, deliberately jostling someone is rightfully taken as a sign of 

disrespect. If I deliberately jostle a stranger, I am treating him or her disrespectfully. On 

the other hand, the very same behavior may be innocuous between fnends. As we pass 

each other in the hall, you jostle me. It is quite deliberate, but from past history and from 

the expression on your face, I know that this is just your way of saying hi. You intend no 

disrespect and I take no offense. The action takes on quite a different character, given 

our knowledge of each other and our shared history .'^ 

If this is right, when the norm violated is contextual (as with the constraint against 

Jostling) or, alternatively, culturally-defined (as with the constraint against spitting^*), 

intent is relevant. And intent is judged relative to the context in which the behavior takes 

place As illustrated by the example of jostling, behavior that would be disrespectful 

when persons are strangers to each other might not be disrespectful when the parties are 

friends?' Conversely, fnends would rightfully perceive some behaviors as disrespectful, 

when strangers would be unjustified in inferring disrespect. Suppose I see a fnend on the 

street She waves to me, but 1 look right past her Rather than make eye contact and 

perhaps have to engage in a conversation, I pass by on the other side, never 

acknowledging her presence Failing to acknowledge her in the slightest way is a slight 

on her. But 1 am not obligated by norms of respect to say Hello or wave to every person I 

see It is rude and disrespectful to treat a friend or acquaintance this way, but it is neither 

rude nor disrespectflil to fail to say hello to a stranger. 
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Friendship and intimacy impose additional requirements of respect. This is in 

part because the perspective that one has on strangers is quite different from the 

perspective one has on one's fnends. You know your fnend in a way that you will never 

know most people. You know her hopes, doubts and fears. You know what she values. 

You know what upsets her. And you know the ways in which she is vulnerable. Because 

you have such special knowledge of her, she is vulnerable to you as she is not vulnerable 

to strangers or casual acquaintances. Moreover, the trust between fnends enhances their 

emotional vulnerability to each other. Some behaviors that would be obnoxious coming 

from a stranger are hurtful coming from a fnend. Given the special knowledge friends 

have of each other and their enhanced vulnerability, certain behaviors that are not 

disrespectful in general will count as disrespectful when directed toward fnends. 

Suppose that I find blasphemy very offensive. As I am walking in the park one 

day, 1 overhear some kid being vulgar and blasphemous. Although he has failed to 

respect the values I hold (in particular, my constraint against blasphemy), he has not 

failed to respect me. (He may not even have known that anyone was in the vicinity). On 

the other hand, a friend who understands how deeply certain words offend and hurt me 

(the bad memories they evoke) and yet deliberately, in a moment of anger, directs those 

words to me (or simply says them in my presence, knowing how I feel), thereby not only 

fails to respect my values and feelings, but also fails to respect me. In general, if 1 know 

that you find certain behaviors of mine offensive and I profess to care about you, then to 

make no effort to restrain myself in your presence is a sign of disrespect."*' 
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I have argued that whether a person respects others cannot always be determined 

by her behavior. When we are dealing with social norms, knowing that the agent 

performed a certain action is not enough to tell us whether the agent respects persons. 

We need to know more; specifically, we need to assess the agent's intent. In some cases, 

this will require knowing whether the agent could have been expected to be aware of a 

particular social norm. In other cases, we will need to know the nature of the relationship 

between the agent and the affected party. 

Even when the norms that have been violated are absolute norms, it is important 

to note that the reason why an attribution of disrespect is unavoidable is that agents who 

engage in such behavior display a fundamental cognitive or affective defect — defects that 

are incompatible with fully respecting persons. When an agent has violated an absolute 

norm, we do not need to investigate the context in order to discover whether his behavior 

is disrespectful. The fact that he acted as he did tells us all we need to know, for it tells us 

that there is something defective either in his attitude toward persons or in his beliefs 

about persons. Whether the norm violated is a social norm or an absolute norm, what 

justifies the claim that the agent lacks respect for another person is not that he performed 

certain actions, but rather that his actions must be explained by a serious cognitive or 

affective failure. 
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"Two Kinds of Respect", Ethics 88:36-49. This article is reprinted in Dillon, Robin S., 
Ed. Dignity. Character and Self-Respect, Routledge: New York, 1995, pp. 181-197. 
Dillon herself also seems to accept respect as the starting point. For example, see her 
"Self-Respect: Moral, Emotional, Political", £/A/c5 107 (January, 1997):226-249. On 
page 241, she draws conclusions about the nature of self-respect from the etymology of 
respect. In "Toward A Feminist Conception of Self-Respect" {Hypatia vol. 7, no. 1 
(Winter, 1992), pp. 52-69), she assumes that recognition respect for oneself is similar in 
its basic outline to recognition respect for persons. While she moves directly ft-om a brief 
discussion of respect for persons to a discussion of self-respect, I think it important and 
interesting first to consider at a less abstract level what is involved in respecting persons. 
Diana Meyers is yet another author who takes respect to be the starting point. See her 
Self Society and Personal Choice, New York: Columbia University Press, 1989. 

^ This conception of respect is not original with me. A number of authors from Kant 
forward list some or all of these as components of respect for persons. 
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^ "Prize", as used here, is not a technical term. To prize something is simply to have a 
positive attitude toward it, to consider its good to be worth promoting. 

' I am aware that my usage of the term "behavior" is non-standard. I use behavior as 
shorthand for "actions or patterns of actions" throughout the dissertation because the 
latter expression seems overly cumbersome. 

Here, I am once again drawing on Robin Dillon's work. According to Dillon, respect 
"is most fundamentally perceptual, a mode of seeing; and all seeing is interpretation, a 
seeing of something as something, as having a certain significance" (p. 241, "Self-
Respect: Moral, Emotional, Political). 

'' I say "treating" rather than "being disposed to treat" deliberately. While it is 
sometimes sufficient to be disposed to treat others respectfully, mere good will, as it 
were, is not always sufficient for respect. A person may be committed to treating others 
respectfully, yet be mistaken about what sorts of behaviors are respectful or disrespectful. 

I say "deliberately" to distinguish this from two situations; (a) Harm to the 
environment is unintended (the agent could not have foreseen it), (b) The harm was 
foreseen, but could not have been avoided and the goal for which the agent sacrificed the 
environmental concern is one that she took to be of comparable or greater value. 

That I treat something as if it were not valuable does not entail that I do not value it. 
As my analysis of respect will show, it is possible to respect an object while not knowing 
how to show that respect. In a different vein, Dave Schmidtz has noted that the vandal 
destroys that which he perceives to be valuable. It should be noted, however, that the fact 
that the vandal perceives X as valuable does not entail that he himself values it. He may 
simply perceive that others value X. If he does value X, then he ruins the object despite 
having an appreciation for its value. In either case, he fails to respect X, for he treats it as 
if it were not valuable. 

Baxter, William F. People or Penguins: the Case for Optimal Pollution, New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1974. 

Taylor, Paul W. "The Ethics of Respect for Nature" in Environmental Ethics, eds. 
Schmidtz, D. and Willott, E. (forthcoming). Page numbers are from a draft of the article, 
so may not reflect the pagination in the anthology. 

For Taylor, individual organisms as well as species have intrinsic worth. 

Taylor, p. 4. 
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I have no way of knowing that this is true, but it seems to be a plausible inference from 
his behavior. 

It is interesting to compare this man to an Arizonan whose story is similar, but 
importantly different. Call the Arizonan A. A had been presumed to be poor, chiefly 
because he was often seen collecting cans and scrap metal. But, unlike the man from my 
hometown, A understood that money is valuable insofar as it can be put to good use. He 
did not neglect his own needs. But nor did he see the point of spending on himself 
simply to spend. Having few needs and wants, he invested most of his earnings in the 
stock market. He managed his money so well that he accumulated 9 million dollars. His 
will specified ±at the money was to be distributed among a number of charities. Thanks 
to Bill Weiss for this story. 

Another interpretation is that he does not attribute intrinsic value to money, but rather 
accumulates money because it makes him feel secure. So, the problem is not in the kind 
of value he attributes to money, but in his judgment about the relative values of security 
and personal comfort (as well as the value of helping others, etc.). However, this 
interpretation does not seem to fit the facts. It is more plausible to suppose either that he 
valued money for its own sake or that he was simply indifferent to money. As I recall, he 
inherited his money and did little, if anything, with it. Moreover, he seems to have stored 
money much in the same way he stored boxes and trash. He deliberately accumulated 
boxes by picking them up from neighborhood stores and adding them to his collection. 

As a consequence of attributing intrinsic as well as instrumental value to the 
environment, the environmentalist may make mistakes about what counts as proper 
treatment. Specifically, he may object to certain practices and policies (e.g., logging 
practices) that are unobjectionable, given the environment's real worth. But to 
characterize that mistake as a lack of respect for the environment seems odd. 

*' I am assuming that the environmentalist is mistaken only about the kind of value the 
environment has; he is not mistaken about the environment's features. It might make a 
difference whether the agent's mistake is based on a deeper mistake such as wrongly 
attributing certain valuable features to the object. In this case, it might be plausible to say 
that the agent does not respect that object, for he is mistaken about what it is. By 
contrast, when an agent is not mistaken about the object's features, but merely attaches 
more value or a different kind of value to those features than is warranted, it seems more 
plausible to say that he respects the object more than is warranted. 

The position I have taken here is similar to that taken by Diana Meyers in Self, Society 
and Personal Choice. According to Meyers, an agent who esteems an unworthy object, 
respects that object; however, since his respect is unwarranted, it is qualified or 
compromised. For Meyers, respect is a triadic relation among attitude, conduct and 
object; where any component is defective or deficient, respect is qualified. Only 
unqualified respect is intrinsically valuable. Although our analyses of respect are 
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similar, there are two important differences between Meyers' analysis and my own. First, 
she introduces the object into the respect equation whereas 1 do not. Instead of making 
the object part of the relation, I introduce what I have called the cognitive component. I 
think that this captures much of what Meyers intends to capture by introducing the object, 
without having the counter-intuitive consequence that insincere respect is a form, 
however degenerate, of respect. Second, so far as I can tell, she treats each component as 
equally important; that is, insincere respect (where the agent does not have the proper 
attitude), suppressed respect (where the agent's attitude is not manifest in her behavior) 
and unwarranted respect (where the object does not warrant respect) all are compromised 
forms of respect and, by implication, equally compromised. By contrast, on my view, the 
components of respect are not equal. In particular, I de-emphasize behavior, as shall 
become clear in the following pages. 

Robin Dillon says that to respect something is to give it due value. Although she does 
not go into detail, she seems to interpret the "due value" clause very strictly; specifically, 
I suspect that she would say that false attributions of value, even when they are not 
accompanied by wrongful withholding of value, are inconsistent with respect. I agree 
that respecting something requires giving it due value, but I interpret the due value clause 
differently: so far as I can see, an agent respects a given object so long as she understands 
the significance of its real, objective value. Thus, we might revise the clause to read: to 
respect something is to give it (at least) its due value. 

Kant and others would say "promoted" as well. 

"" This is similar to Robin Dillon's description of recognition respect, as found in: (a) 
"Self-Respect: Moral, Emotional, Political"and (b) "Toward a Feminist Conception of 
Self-Respect". In the latter article, Dillon describes recognition respect as follows: 
"Recognition respect for persons is a matter of taking appropriate account of the fact that 
something is a person. This involves (1) recognizing that something is a person, (2) 
appreciating that persons as such have intrinsic moral worth and status, (3) understanding 
that the fact that something is a person constrains us morally to act only in certain ways 
in connection with him or her, and (4) acting and being disposed to act in those ways out 
of that recognition, appreciation and understanding" (p. 54). Dillon draws here on 
Stephen Darwall's "Two Kinds of Respect". 

I am assuming here that the basic value that is a function of being a person does not 
come in degrees. As Jean Hampton has noted, tying the value of persons to any 
particular trait (or even a set of traits) threatens to undermine the common assumption 
that this basic value of persons is something shared equally by all persons. Suppose that 
autonomy or the capacity for autonomy is the trait that accounts for this special value of 
persons. Since the degree to which persons are autonomous (or, alternatively, have the 
capacity for autonomy) varies greatly, it would seem that persons' basic value varies 
greatly as well. This conclusion flies in the face of a commonly shared assumption that 
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persons are (in some sense) moral equals. I, for one, do not want to jettison this 
assumption. The most promising way of supporting the assumption that all persons have 
an equal basic moral value in virtue of being persons is a threshold account. This is 
something that I have not yet fully worked out. Hampton's solution is to say that it is 
selves, not traits thereof, that are valuable, but this view is problematic. For this 
alternative view, see "The Wisdom of the Egoist: The Moral and Political Implications of 
Valuing the Self, Social Philosophy and Policy, 1997, pp. 21-51. 

Because the basic value of persons is not the only value a particular person may have, 
the fact (assuming it is a fact) that persons have equal basic value does not entail that they 
are owed the same treatment across the board. There are some circumstances in which a 
person's more particular qualities will be morally relevant to determining what he is 
owed. On the other hand, when it comes to persons' basic rights, a person's more 
particular qualities seem morally irrelevant. For instance, it is just as wrong to murder a 
person who is troubled or who is a danger to the community as it is to murder an 
outstanding member of the community. 

Typically, the Kantian stresses autonomy, rationality and the like. 

Of course, exactly what sorts of treatment necessarily count as failures to respect 
persons is not always clear. To be sure, there are certain behaviors that we agree are 
disrespectful- murder, rape, torture, abuse of various sorts, etc. But some people would 
pare this list (eliminating theft, for instance) and others would broaden it to include lying 
and deception. 

This is not to say that he would always refrain from treating others disrespectfully. 

That is, we cannot get away from attributing to the agent either an attitudinal defect or 
a fundamental cognitive defect. 

This is but one example. A person who is dispassionate might also be merely 
mimicking respect; it would depend on how the details were filled out. 

I am not claiming that one who respects persons must be directly motivated by their 
\'alue. Rather, recognition of the value of persons and the constraints imposed by that 
value serves as a background against which the agent acts or refrains from acting. Thus, 
as Rosalind Hursthouse noted in Beginning Lives (Oxford:Blackwell,1987), for the 
virtuous person certain courses of action are not live options, they "do not get into the 
running as courses of action to be deliberated about" (304). In a similar vein, 1 claim that 
the a person's actions may be regulated by respect for others even if he or she is not 
consciously thinking about the value of persons or what it takes to respect persons. Such 
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a person has internalized respect for others in a way that one who must think about 
whether fraud, for example, is permissible has not. 

" On a Kantian analysis, what makes all these behaviors disrespectful, hence, morally 
wrong, is that in each case the agent violates another person's autonomy. Thus, these 
behaviors are disrespectful because disrespectful of autonomy. But there are presumably 
other explanations of why these behaviors are disrespectful; i.e., it is probably not 
necessary to refer explicitly to autonomy. 

For example, suppose that he is in danger. At that point, given the urgency of the 
situation, approaching him in order to warn him of the danger would not be disrespectful. 
Indeed, it is plausible that it would be disrespectful not to approach him. 

The degree to which social norms are contextual varies. For some social norms, the 
agent's relationship to the affected person is irrelevant to determining intent. For 
instance, slapping someone across the face or spitting on him is profoundly disrespectful 
whether the victim be fnend or stranger. Spitting and face-slapping are social norms that 
come close to being absolute. 

Generally speaking, deliberately spitting on someone reveals a lack of respect for 
that person. But we can imagine rare cases in which spitting would not be disrespectful. 
Consider a concentration camp guard who empathizes with certain of his prisoners. Were 
his superiors to discover his unorthodox leanings, they would not only punish him, but 
might also take it out on the prisoners. Any guard they sent in to replace him would more 
likely than not be less sympathetic toward the prisoners. Given that he cares about the 
prisoners and strives to make their lives easier, it is in his and their interest that he not be 
found out. By maintaining a rather harsh facade in the presence of his superiors, the 
guard hopes to escape detection as a sympathizer. When his superiors tour his quadrant, 
the guard behaves as if he shares their view of the prisoners. Screwing his face up in 
contempt, he spits in the face of one of the prisoners. 

This sort of behavior is strategic, intended to convey disrespect for the prisoners to 
the commanding officers. Arguably, his behavior does not reflect a lack of respect for 
the prisoners. Perhaps what accounts for the intuition that the guard respects the 
prisoners is that they are in on the game. Because they understand that the guard is 
genuinely trying to protect them, they are willing to play along with his facade. 

Notice, though, that it does seem to matter whether the prisoners approve of the 
guard's ruse. Suppose they say "we appreciate your trying to help us, but we don't like 
your methods. We'd rather not be helped in this way" and they maintain that stance even 
when he explains to them the logic of his position. Perhaps they realize that he is not 
spitting on them as an indictment of them, but they object because they nonetheless 
cannot help but find it humiliating to be treated this way - no matter what the rationale. 
In that case, it seems that should he continue his ruse, he would be treating them 
disrespectfully, for he would be attaching more importance to his desire to help them than 
to their desire to live and die with dignity. 
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Similarly, slapping someone in the face is prima facie disrespectful. In addition to 
the son of exceptional case I discussed with respect to spitting, there is at least one other 
sort of case in which slapping someone would not be disrespectful. Specifically, slapping 
a person who is hysterical or in shock is not necessarily disrespectful. Here, intent seems 
to be relevant, though perhaps it is not the only relevant factor. Clearly, if I am using the 
other person's hysteria as an excuse to work off my fhistration, then slapping that person 
across the face is disrespectful. On the other hand, if my intent is to shock the person out 
of his hysteria and it seems to me that nothing less will work, my behavior does not seem 
disrespectful. 

Perhaps we kid around a lot. Because we have this history of teasing each other, 
behaviors that would ordinarily be disrespectful are not. Perhaps the best way to put this 
is that certain behaviors are prima facie disrespectful - absent some account. Suppose I 
jostle a stranger. If I do so accidentally, then it is not (it seems) necessarily disrespectful, 
provided that it is not indicative of indifference towards him and provided that I 
apologize once I realize what I have done (presuming I have the opportunity to 
apologize). If I do so deliberately, then the only thing to conclude is that I have behaved 
disrespectfully; perhaps I was angry and wanted to vent my wrath. 

There may be some cultures in which spitting in someone's direction (but not at them) 
is not taken to be disrespectful. To this extent, what counts as objectionable spitting is 
culturally defined. 

Other examples: slapping a person across the back could be a friendly gesture, but 
when done to strangers for no apparent reason, the gesture takes on an entirely different 
character. 

In this case, I am not failing to respect her autonomy (as in the cases of theft, assault, 
etc.). Rather, I am showing a lack of regard for her feelings. I am treating her as if she is 
of no special importance to me, as if she has no special claim on me. Still, even if I have 
not violated her autonomy, I have acted immorally, for I have wronged her. This 
suggests that the Kantian notion of respect for autonomy fails to capture all the morally 
relevant ways in which persons can extend or withhold respect for each other. 

•" Friendship raises certain expectations. In little ways, fnends encourage mutual trust. 
What makes your behavior disrespectful (when a stranger's would not be) is that you 
encouraged me to trust you with privileged information; having told you that (and why) 1 
find certain language deeply offensive, you then use your special knowledge to hurt me. 
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2. SELF-RESPECT 

Chapter One provides a general analysis of respect as well as an application of 

that account to respect for persons. In this chapter, I first apply the general account of 

respect to self-respect, then briefly sketch some parallels between respect for others and 

self-respect. Finally, I develop a more extensive analysis of self-respect by comparing 

and contrasting two women who lead outwardly similar lives. Intuitively, only one of 

these women respects herself In the process of comparing these women, I elicit two 

components of self-respect, viz., respect for interests and respect for judgment. I argue 

that whether a person respects her interests or her judgment cannot be determined simply 

by looking to her behavior. Rather, we must look at the larger context in which that 

behavior takes place. Doing so helps us assess what lies behind a person's behavior. I 

argue that it is the explanation of a person's behavior, not the behavior itself, that 

determines whether she respects herself 
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General Application 

Self-respect involves cognitive, affective, and behavioral dimensions. Not 

surprisingly, there are a number of parallels between respect for others and self-respect. 

Respecting others as persons involves recognizing that they have intrinsic value in virtue 

of being persons'; appreciating that their value imposes limits on how you (or anyone 

else) may treat them; esteeming that value as something to be preserved and protected 

(being disposed to treat persons properly) and acting accordingly. Similarly, self-respect 

involves recognizing one's intrinsic value as a person, recognizing that there are therefore 

constraints on how you may be treated (by yourself or others), prizing that value as 

something to be protected and preserved and treating oneself accordingly.^ 

As with respect for persons, self-respect is not simply a matter of one's outward 

behavior. How behavior is explained is critical. The behavior of a person who does not 

respect others may be indistinguishable in particular instances from the behavior of a 

person who genuinely respects others.^ Genuine respect requires that a person's behavior 

be a response to value Thus, a person whose respectful behavior toward others does not 

reflect a recognition and appreciation of their value does not genuinely respect them."* 

Similarly, a person may appear self-respecting in that her actions resemble those 

of a self-respecting person. Suppose that Anita engages in behavior that is not self-

respecting A fnend whose good opinion Anita craves berates her for her lack of self-

respect In response, Anita changes her behavior. Notice that if Anita's only reason for 

changing her behavior is a desire to please her friend, she has not thereby gained self-

respect So long as her behavior does not reflect a positive assessment of her own value. 
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the change is superficial. Although she may behave as if she respects herself, she does 

not genuinely respect herself, for she fails to see that there was anything wrong with her 

behavior in the first place. 

Conversely, behavior that appears to be disrespectful to the self may be 

compatible with self-respect. While there is a class of behaviors toward others that are 

necessarily disrespectful, there seems to be no obvious corresponding class of behaviors 

toward oneself that are necessarily disrespectful.^ Many behaviors are prima facie 

indicative of a lack of self-respect, but in most cases, we also need an explanation of the 

behavior- one that appeals to features internal to the agent- before we are in a position to 

say whether the agent's behavior indicates a lack of self-respect.^ 

Thus, a person's outward behavior, taken out of context, does not determine 

whether she respects herself Rather, whether a person respects herself is best judged by 

looking at the larger context. By looking at the background conditions in which a person 

makes her choices, we are in a better position to judge why she behaves as she does (e.g., 

whether her choices can be attributed to cowardice, a lack of self-esteem, etc.) and thus 

whether her choices are self-respecting. 

This notion of what it is to respect oneself is, of course, quite vague, it tells us 

nothing concrete about what a self-respecting person looks like. Below, 1 consider 

closely the lives of two women, Terry and Catherine. Despite the fact that their behavior 

is outwardly similar in many respects, it seems intuitively clear that Terry's behavior is 

attributable to a lack of self-respect. By contrast, Catherine seems to have a healthy 

degree of self-respect. Of course, intuitions can be deceptive; the question, then, is 
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whether these intuitions track a real difference between the two women and if so, what 

that difference might be. 
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Terry and Catherine 

In "Selflessness and the Loss of Self, Jean Hampton recounts the story of Terry, 

a young wife and mother who devotes herself to her family. While her husband works 

long hours at his law firm, she stays home with the children. It is she who does the 

household chores, day in and day out. It is she who takes care of the children's needs, 

resolves disputes and tries to keep them busy and happy. Since she spends most of her 

waking hours with her children, she is also the one who listens to their concerns and 

provides practical and moral guidance. And she is the one who takes care of all the little 

emergencies that crop up when one has children. 

By many accounts, Terry is an admirable woman. After all, she has devoted 

herself to a worthy cause- that of being a good wife and mother. But there is more to the 

story Terry is so caught up in serving her family that her own needs are routinely put on 

the back burner. She expends so much time caring for others that she has little energy 

left to care for herself This tendency to immerse herself in service to her family has on 

at least one occasion had disastrous consequences. When Terry was pregnant with twins, 

she literally wore herself out caring for her two young sons, who were three and five 

years old at the time By the third month, it was clear that she was not doing well; her 

cheeks were sunken in and she "looked like a cadaver". At this time, her husband was 

working eighty-hour weeks; rather than ask him to cut back on his hours and help her out 

or ask him to hire someone to help her, Terry continued to shoulder all the burdens of 

running the household and caring for the children. The result was that she did not get the 
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rest she so desperately needed. In the fourth month of her pregnancy, one of the twins 

died; in her sixth month, the other twin was bom premature and sickly. 

Catherine Geach' is a 27-year-old British citizen who has devoted the last several 

years of her life to caring for the children ravaged by Cambodia's long civil war. As a 

young violin student at London's prestigious Royal Academy of Music, Catherine was 

struck by reports of the killing fields in Cambodia. A fellow music student, weary of 

Catherine's petitions, challenged her to stop talking and do something. Thus began 

Catherine's quest. At age 18, she obtained a two-month visa from the Cambodian 

consulate in Vietnam. While in Cambodia, she visited war zones, hospitals and 

orphanages; she also taught music at the university. What she saw there made such an 

impression on her mind and heart that she determined to return to Cambodia. 

Back in London, Catherine began studying Khmer, the Cambodian language. It 

was at a Cambodian festival in London that she first became acquainted with the native 

music of Cambodia- music that the Khmer Rouge had stifled. Entranced by the native 

music, Catherine taught herself how to play the traditional instruments. 

Shortly after graduating fi^om the Royal Academy of Music in the spring of 1991, 

Catherine returned to Cambodia. Initially, she taught gratis in a musical therapy program 

in the capital, Phnom Penh. Impressed by the healing power of music, she resolved to 

open a school for disabled and orphaned children, a school in which they would not only 

learn basics like reading, but would also learn to play traditional instruments and sing the 

traditional songs of Cambodia. She persuaded officials to set aside a plot of land in 

Kampot for the school. She then began to solicit funds to finance the building of the 
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school. The school opened in August, 1994. Children who lost arms and legs to the land 

mines or who were orphaned by the war (or both) are now under the loving care and 

tutelage of Catherine and a few native Cambodian instructors. As she hoped, the children 

are learning to trust again and are experiencing the healing power of music. 

It cannot be denied that Terry has much in common with Catherine. First, there is 

the obvious similarity in their patterns of behavior. Both Terry and Catherine have made 

significant sacrifices in order to care for others. Terry has given up outside interests and 

put her health on the line. We do not know whether Terry ever desired to pursue a career, 

but we may say that she forfeited that option when she chose to stay at home with her 

children. For her part, Catherine, who had already received recognition for her talent, has 

given up the prospects of a promising career in music. She will probably never have the 

career she might otherwise have had. She has also given up the comforts and 

conveniences of her native England for the rather primitive conditions of Cambodia. 

Second, it seems that both women are largely motivated by love and concern for others.^ 

Catherine has found a way to combine her love of music and her concern for the 

Cambodians She finds personal joy and satisfaction in aiding the children It gives 

substance and meaning to her life Similarly, we may presume that part of Terry's 

motivation in staying home to care for her children is that she loves them and believes 

that maternal attention is good, perhaps essential, for their development Like Catherine, 

she likely finds personal satisfaction in caring for her family. Both women seem to 

identify their own good, at least in part, with the good of those whom they serve. Yet 

another similarity between Catherine and Terry is that they both sacrifice in order to 
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achieve some real benefit for others. Catherine's aim is to help heal the psychological 

damage wrought by war, while Terry's aim is to rear physically and psychologically 

healthy children.^ So, we cannot locate a basis for differential judgments of Terry and 

Catherine by comparing their motivations and intentions. Nor does it seem promising to 

attempt to locate the difference in the magnitude of the sacrifice that each has made, for 

each has made significant sacrifices for others. 

Given these non-trivial similarities between Catherine and Terry, one might 

wonder what lies behind the disparate evaluations of them. Clearly, there are differences, 

both external and internal, between the two women. The real question is which of these 

differences underwrites the judgment that Catherine's service to others is consistent with 

self-respect, while Terry's service is built on a failure of self-respect. I shall argue that 

external differences alone do not justify disparate evaluations of Terry and Catherine. 

Ultimately, the judgment that Terry does not respect herself must appeal to internal 

features. Specifically, Terry fails to respect herself because her behavior is ultimately 

explained by a failure to take her own interests and (capacity for) judgment seriously. By 

contrast, Catherine's sacrifice seems to be compatible with taking her interests and 

judgment seriously 
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Harm 

One feature of Terry's situation that evokes our concern is the fact that her 

behavior had such terrible consequences; not only did it result in harm to herself, but it 

also resulted in harm to her family. By putting herself so thoroughly at the disposal of 

her family, she deprived herself of rest. In the end, this was not good for her or her 

family. By contrast, Catherine's service to others, so far as we can tell, has borne only 

good fruit. She has greatly benefited those whom she intended to help. This benefit to 

others has not come at the price of (tangible) harm to herself 

While the harm that resulted from Terry's behavior is what initially attracts 

concern, the fact that her behavior resulted both in harm to her fetuses and personal harm 

does not establish that she lacks self-respect. Rather, it is the circumstances in which the 

harm occurred that support the judgment that she lacks self-respect. In particular, it is 

crucial that the harm is attributable to negligence on Terry's part; her sacrifice was not 

only unnecessary, but also counter-productive. 

Let us suppose, for the moment, that Terry's willingness to serve others had not 

had such disastrous consequences. We may suppose that she acted just as she did in real 

life, i e , that she worked herself to the point of exhaustion. The only difference in our 

revised version of the story is that her failure to rest did not result in significant harm to 

her own health Nor did it result in harm to her unborn fetuses. Would we then say that 

Terry's behavior was self-respecting? In the absence of injury, we might not stop to 

evaluate Terry's behavior. If we had been at all worried about the potential effects of her 

behavior, we might simply dismiss concerns as unfounded once the danger of harm was 
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past Presumably, we would dismiss our concerns as unfounded only if we took the 

absence of harm as evidence that we had been wrong about Terry. For instance, we 

might think that the absence of harm indicates that Terry was in better physical shape 

than she appeared to be, that she cared enough about her own health and the health of her 

fetuses to avoid harm. 

However, given what we know about Terry, the absence of harm does not reflect 

positively on her. By hypothesis, the absence of harm is not attributable to anything she 

has done Harm has been averted despite Terry's actions and this, it seems, is significant. 

By failing to get proper rest, she courted disaster; had disaster been miraculously averted, 

we would still be concerned that she courted disaster in the first place. 

Compare Terry to a reckless driver. We would be more inclined to criticize a 

reckless driver who caused significant injury to others than one who narrowly avoided 

injuring others But we would still think that the reckless driver deserved our 

condemnation simply because he needlessly endangered the lives of others One 

difference between Terry and the reckless driver is that it is immediately evident to 

bystanders that the driver endangered others' lives. We can tell just by looking that 

significant injury would have occurred but for some small miracle. That significant 

injury was narrowly avoided is painfijlly clear when the bits and pieces of the wreckage 

lie scattered on the pavement. That the passengers of the other vehicle walk away 

uninjured (or with a few scratches) is no credit to the driver. 

Teny's case is a bit diflferent in that it is not immediately obvious that she has put 

herself and her fetuses in a position where a small miracle is necessary to protect them 
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from harm. Thus, we might be more inclined to give her the benefit of the doubt. But if 

the extent to which Terry's behavior endangered herself and her fetuses were vivid to us 

in the way that the reckless driver's endangerment of others is vivid, we would be less 

likely to let her behavior slide. And if we realized that significant, perhaps permanent 

damage would have occurred but for some unusual intervention, we would think it 

extremely important to confront Terry at some future date, particularly if we thought 

confronting her would avert future harm to herself and her family.'" 

Just as Terry's behavior might not have resulted in harm, so Catherine's behavior 

might well have resulted in harm either to herself or to others. Still, it might be thought 

that there is an important difference between Catherine and Terry. Specifically, Terry's 

behavior seems to have played a critical role in bringing about the harm to herself and her 

twins By behaving as she did, she increased the risk to her own health and to the health 

of her fetuses. Had bad consequences been averted, that would simply have been Terry's 

good luck. By contrast, had harm occurred to either Catherine or the children, that would 

simply have been a matter of bad luck. 

It is true that Catherine's behavior did not increase the risk for the Cambodian 

children They were, of course, exposed to risks, e.g., the risks of tripping over a yet-

undiscovered land mine or of being caught in the midst of the fighting that occurred 

periodically But they would have run those risks with or without Catherine's presence 

What Catherine did, in effect, was to reduce other risks by providing food, shelter, 

education, stability and emotional nurturing. Had harm occurred to the children while 
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they were under her care, it would not have been attributable to a failure to take 

reasonable precautions (i.e., negligence) on Catherine's part. 

But Catherine, like Terry, put herself at a great deal of risk. She would certainly 

have been safer in her native England. Yet, she chose to uproot herself for a war-torn 

land- a land, moreover, in which the Khmer Rouge guerrillas continued to prey on 

villagers, a land in which hostilities between the guerrillas and the government erupted 

into periodic battles. As a "highly visible foreigner", Catherine was "especially 

vulnerable" to the Khmer Rouge. Despite the risks, Catherine went from village to 

village recruiting students at a time when the Khmer Rouge had resumed raiding and 

killing She decided that "if the children could live with the danger, so could she"." She 

seems to have judged that it was more important to aid the children than to protect herself 

by isolating herself. 

The fact that Terry's service increased the risk for her children while Catherine's 

service decreased the risk for the Cambodian children may help explain the intuition that 

Terry's altruism is not admirable. But it is not sufficient to establish that Terry lacks 

self-respect However reluctant we may be in general to admire persons whose behavior 

increases risks for others'^, our complaint is typically not that the person lacks self-

respect, but rather that he or she behaved recklessly or imprudently, exposing others to 

risk without due cause Establishing that a person's behavior is not consistent with self-

respect is a separate enterprise, requiring a demonstration that a lack of self-respect 

supplies a more complete explanation of the behavior.'^ 
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Similarly, increasing one's personal risks is often compatible with self-respect. 

Increasing one's own risks for the sake of reducing one's future risks or for the sake of 

some worthy goal is sometimes not merely acceptable, but also admirable.'^ We admire 

those, who, like Catherine, do not let obstacles deter them from carrying out their plans. 

And it seems that we admire them in part for facing up to the risks inherent in taking on 

those projects and plans." Catherine fits the profile of the admirable risk-taker. She 

embraced risk in order to fulfill her calling. She recognized that there were dangers 

associated with remaining in Cambodia, yet she chose to stay anyway because she felt 

that she had an important job to do. Presumably, she took precautions, but she did not let 

the risks stop her from doing as she felt she ought (we might say that she figured the 

children's lives were no less important than her own). 

If I am right, then, neither actual harm, nor probable harm (as assessed by 

increase in risk) by itself constitutes a real difference, one that is relevant to our 

evaluations, between Terry and Catherine. Nor can we point to the type of sacrifice 

made It is true that Terry sacrificed what Hampton variously calls a "legitimate human 

need" or an "objective interest of a human being" (things that every human being needs 

to prosper) But it could be argued that Catherine sacrificed an equally important 

objective interest of human beings, viz., an interest in security.'^ That is, there is no 

difference between Catherine and Terry in terms of the types of goods sacrificed. 

External features alone will not explain why Terry, but not Catherine, lacks self-respect. 

In order to locate the real difference between Terry and Catherine, we need to 

look at (a) the circumstances in which each exposed herself to harm and (b) what these 
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circumstances reveal about her inner psychology. Crucially, the real difference between 

Terry and Catherine boils down to the presence or absence of certain key internal, 

psychological features. 
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Psychological Profiles 

The first thing to notice is that the circumstances in which Terry subjects herself 

to harm are quite different from the circumstances in which Catherine exposes herself to 

harm. Terry's sacrifice is unnecessary, self-defeating, disproportionate, and 

unprincipled.Catherine's sacrifices exhibits none of these characteristics. Presumably, 

Terry's goal was to ensure that her children, husband and home were well cared for. But 

that could only have been achieved by means other than the loss of her health. Clearly, 

she could have set aside time to rest. When she found the load was getting too heavy to 

bear, she could have asked her husband to cut back on his workload or insisted on having 

hired help. Or she could have allowed certain chores to slide. Instead, she struggled on, 

to the detriment of her own health. 

That her sacrifice was disproportionate is partly explained by the fact that it was 

unnecessary Wiping snotty noses, bathing children, resolving disputes, reading to and 

entertaining children, cleaning house, washing laundry, cooking meals - all of these 

chores can be signs of a parent's love. And it is important that children feel loved. But 

shouldering the entire burden of keeping the household running smoothly was hardly 

necessary for the children to feel loved. Moreover, sacrificing her own health for the sake 

of doing all these little chores was shortsighted at best. Terry's intent was to help her 

family But her failure to delegate resulted in significant harm to her family Her 

behavior not only harmed herself, but also impaired her ability to achieve her intent. The 

costs of trying to do everything herself were too high. 
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Terry's sacrifice is unprincipled in that she sets no limits on the service she gives 

to her family. She pushes herself to meet all their needs and wants. One gets the sense 

that she is virtually the slave of her husband and children; when they call, she comes 

running She gives their needs and wants top priority, whether or not those needs and 

wants are important. She is not in the habit of considering whether their requests are 

reasonable; she simply acts to fuifiil their requests. Nor, it seems, has she considered 

whether her patter of deference is in the long run good for her children. By deferring 

constantly to her family, Terry sends the message that her needs and wants do not matter; 

their needs and wants automatically trump hers. By behaving as if she does not count, 

Terry teaches her children and husband to ignore her needs and wants. If she, who is the 

person most intimately concerned, does not take her interests seriously, her family will 

have little incentive to give her interests due consideration. 

The most salient feature of Terry's behavior is that she has developed a habit of 

being inattentive to her own interests. One would think that a woman who is so 

concerned about her family would take the time to get proper rest during her pregnancy, 

if only to ensure the health of the babies she carried. That Terry failed to get proper rest 

illuminates the extent to which she was unaccustomed to considering her own good. 

Indeed, it suggests that part of the reason she responded so readily to her family's needs 

and wants was that she felt pressured to do so. And this suggests that Terry not only 

lacks respect for her interests, but also lacks respect for her judgment. 

That Terry was responding to pressure rather than exercising her own judgment 

becomes clear when we consider why a woman who was so concerned with her family 
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would ignore the well-being of her fetuses. My hypothesis is that Terry was able to 

ignore the good of her fetuses precisely because their needs were not salient. By contrast, 

her toddlers' and husband's demands and expectations stared her in the face day in and 

day out. The fetuses were incapable of voicing demands; hence, they were easy to 

ignore. But her husband and children were quite capable of pressing their demands and 

indicating their expectations. It is hard to ignore the wants or demands of a whiny 

toddler or a husband who has come to rely on you to handle all the household chores. On 

the other hand, it is all too easy to get so caught up with meeting the demands of those 

whose needs and wants are immediate and visible that you ignore the more important 

needs of those who either cannot (the fetuses) or will not (Terry) defend their interests. 

Suppose that Terry's inattentiveness to her fetuses is indeed attributable to the 

fact that they could not make their needs salient. If this is the right interpretation of her 

behavior, it suggests that Terry was not exercising her own judgment. Indeed, her 

inattentiveness to her fetuses' needs reveals a striking absence of thought. Rather than 

exercise her own judgment regarding how she could be a good wife and a good mother to 

all her children (i.e., including her fetuses), she rushed to fulfill her husband's and 

toddlers' wants and needs without ever stopping to consider how that would impact 

herself and her fetuses In short, Terry allowed others' opinions to substitute for her 

judgment In so doing, she treated her judgment as if it were not important, as if others' 

opinions (even those of her toddlers, who were surely less capable than she of exercising 

judgment) were an adequate substitute for her own judgment. By failing to exercise her 
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own judgment in a situation that so clearly called for judgment, Terry treated her 

judgment disrespectfully.^" 

Finally, Terry's deference to her family's wants is also incompatible with 

respecting her interests, for, as noted above, it is at least partly attributable to a habitual 

inattentiveness to her own needs and wants. Indeed, her inattentiveness to her interests 

is so extensive that she ignores her health. That the sacrifice of her health is unnecessary 

and disproportionate (indeed, counterproductive) magnifies her inattentiveness to her 

interests. It is hard to believe that Terry attaches much importance to her interests, for a 

person who considered her interests important and prima facie as important as others' 

interests would not habitually ignore her own interests. That is, Terry's habitual 

inattentiveness to her own interests seems to be attributable to a belief that her interests 

are less important than those of her family. 

Alternatively, perhaps Terry does consider her interests important, but lacks the 

courage to defend them. Whether the ultimate explanation for Terry's behavior be 

inattentiveness to her interests or a lack of courage, her profound neglect of her own 

interests is incompatible with respecting her interests; hence, incompatible with 

respecting herself 

By contrast, the circumstances surrounding Catherine's sacrifice seem quite 

different Her sacrifice is neither unnecessary nor disproportionate Granted, she could 

have chosen not to come to the aid of the Cambodian children, but given that she chose to 

help them, certain personal costs were inevitable First, finding the children whom she 

wanted to help required going to the villages; this put her at risk of being kidnapped by 
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the Khmer Rouge, but she seems to have had no one to whom she could have delegated 

this task. Given that she was in charge of the school, she would have had to give final 

approval anyway; this may well have involved visiting the child in the home village. Nor 

could she simply expect the children to come to her. Her personal presence was likely 

critical in persuading children who had difficulty trusting others to attend her school. 

Some of the disabled children may have had relatives or concerned neighbors watching 

over them, these individuals would likely have been suspicious had a native come to 

them, asking them to trust an unknown foreigner. Second, although the school was built 

in a fairly remote, rural area, she and the children were still vulnerable to attack. The day 

the school opened, bullets whizzed overhead. Moreover, they had to be careful in case 

there were land mines about. Again, these were necessary risks; short of carting off all 

the children to a foreign land, such risks could not be avoided. Living in Cambodia 

entailed exposing oneself to risk. Given that she had chosen to help the children, she had 

no choice but to endure these risks. It was not within her power to control these risks, for 

they were not of her own making. She could not alter the behavior of the Khmer Rouge 

or the government. All she could do was take precautions to avoid harm. 

Nor was her sacrifice disproportionate. Granted, she put herself at risk, but she 

did so for a worthy goal, one whose fulfillment entailed a fair degree of risk. By contrast, 

Terry's goal did not entail the loss of her health While Catherine took precautions to 

protect herself, Terry seems to have taken no precautions to protect her health. 

Moreover, the harm that Terry and her fetuses incurred is largely attributable to her 

negligence. Had Catherine incurred harm, that harm would have been largely attributable 
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to unavoidable risks. In effect, Terry created risks; Catherine simply refused to let the 

inevitable risks deter her from her goal. 

While Terry's sacrificial behavior seems to be attributable to a failure to take her 

own interests seriously, there is no evidence that Catherine fails to take her interests 

seriously. Terry exhibited a habitual inattentiveness to her own interests; she seems to 

have believed that her interests are prima facie less important than her family's interests. 

Terry neglects her interests and seems oblivious to the risk to which she is exposing 

herself Catherine does not neglect her interests. She recognizes that she is exposing 

herself to harm and takes that into account. Her decision to go ahead and set up the 

school despite the risks is not attributable to a belief that her interests and well-being are 

intrinsically less important than the children's. Rather, she seems to believe that the 

gravity of their need justifies the personal risk she incurs. 

I suggested above that part of the explanation for Terry's behavior is that she is 

responding to perceived pressure, when her family voice needs and wants, she rushes to 

do their bidding. I have claimed that her behavior is indicative of a lack of respect for her 

own judgment. By contrast, there is no reason to think that Catherine lacks respect for 

her judgment Crucially, Catherine does not seem to be the sort of person whose 

decisions and actions are responsive to pressure. For one thing, Catherine's decision to 

move to Cambodia was not a response to others' demands or expectations. No one asked 

or pressured her to help the children. She saw the need, was troubled by it, and decided 

to help. Thus, her decision to help seems to have been motivated solely by concern for 

the plight of others. Nor was this decision made lightly or impulsively. Finally, it is 
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quite likely that her parents and other loved ones put some pressure on her not to bury 

herself in Cambodia. Yet, she stood her ground. Catherine, unlike Terry, seems quite 

capable of resisting pressure and exercising her own judgment. For her, serving others is 

decidedly not the easy way out. 

That Catherine seems to be able to resist pressure from others also supports the 

claim that she was not inattentive to her own interests. She does not seem to be the sort 

of person who would let others' needs and wants swamp her own. Rather, she seems to 

have decided that in this particular case, the children's needs were more important than 

her safety. That she took her own interests to be important is also supported by her 

behavior after she reached Cambodia. Had she foolishly failed to take what precautions 

she could, that would have indicated a failure to see her security as being important. Had 

she cared about her safety only insofar as that affected the children, that would have been 

an indication that she took the children to be intrinsically more important than herself, 

that she considered their wants and needs to be more important than her own (irrespective 

of their content) But there is no indication that Catherine behaved in this fashion. 

Moreover, we should not forget than in sacrificing some degree of safety, Catherine was 

also pursuing an important personal interest; that is, she traded off some degree of 

security for personal gains of a different sort, viz., the satisfaction that comes with doing 

what one is meant to do.^* 

Taking the circumstances surrounding her sacrifice into account, there seems to 

be little reason to think that Catherine failed to take her interests or her judgment 

seriously Her service to the Cambodian children is attributable neither to an 
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unwillingness to exercise her own judgment nor to inattentiveness to her interests. 

Hence, her behavior is compatible with self-respect. 

Conclusion. 

The contrast between Terry and Catherine was meant to do two things; (a) 

establish that respect for oneself is more a matter of internal than external features and (b) 

give some content to the notion of self-respect. The first goal was accomplished by 

showing that external differences alone could not support disparate evaluations of Terry's 

and Catherine's behavior. Rather, Terry's habitual inattentiveness to her interests is 

cmcial to the judgment that she lacks self-respect. Since her sacrifice is made in the 

absence of a concern for her own interests and well-being, it is not self-respecting. 

Finally, Terry shut down her judgment; instead of judging for herself what she ought to 

do, she allowed her children's and husband's demands and perceived needs to determine 

her actions. By so doing, she manifested a lack of respect for her capacity for judgment. 

In this chapter, I have isolated what I consider to be necessary conditions of self-

respect, viz., respect for one's interests and respect for one's judgment. In chapter three, I 

consider the relationship between being true to oneself and being self-respecting. I argue 

that being true to oneself is necessary, but not sufficient for self-respect. In arguing that 

being true to oneself is not sufficient for self-respect, I develop more detailed accounts of 

respect for judgment and respect for interests. In chapter four, I consider whether 

behaviors that are degrading are necessarily incompatible with self-respect. Chapters five 

and six concern, respectively, the moral and political significance of self-respect. 
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ENDNOTES 

' We might also add that respecting persons involves recognizing that all persons 
have similar value in virtue of being persons. That is compatible with recognizing 
that some persons are better than others in particular respects, e.g., some are more 
moral, talented, intelligent, etc. 

~ This suggests that one way of failing to respect oneself is to treat oneself as if one's 
value were contingent. Here, of course, the value is probably not affixed to one's 
usefulness to others (though it might be). It is more likely to be affixed to other 
things, e.g., one's character, intelligence, mix of talents, success, etc. For instance, a 
person may treat his value as a person as if it were contingent on his meeting certain 
moral standards. Doing certain actions, in his view, would put him outside the moral 
community, no longer entitled to being treated as other persons are treated. In 
"Servility and Self-Respect", Thomas Hill discusses the case of the Self-Deprecator 
who believes that his failings "warrant quite unrelated maltreatment". The Self-
Deprecator takes himself to have forfeited his moral rights. Hill is surely right to 
maintain that the Self-Deprecator lacks self-respect. Hill emphasizes that servile 
persons misunderstand the nature of their moral rights; they take their rights to be 
contingent on particular facts about them, e.g., on their race or sex or, in the Self-
Deprecator's case, on their meeting certain standards. 

The case I am considering is different in that the agent has not fallen beyond the 
pale and so takes himself to be entitled to treatment befitting persons. However, in 
taking his respect-worthiness to be conditional on his meeting a moral minimum, he 
makes the same mistake as the Self-Deprecator. This raises a question concerning the 
sorts of cognitive mistakes that are compatible with self-respect. Suppose a person 
believes that persons in general are contingently entitled to respect. From this belief, 
he infers that his claim to respect is contingent. Is this belief sufficient to undermine 
an attribution of self-respect or must it also be coupled with the belief that he has lost 
all claims to respect? Part of what underlies the intuition that the Self-Deprecator 
lacks self-respect is his belief that he is somehow less than a person, that the normal 
rules governing how persons are to be treated do not apply to him. By contrast, the 
person I am considering believes that the normal rules still apply to him, that he is 
worthy of others' respect. While it is clear that the Self-Deprecator lacks self-respect, 
it is less clear that the person I am describing lacks self-respect. 

- Whether a person could consistently mimic respect for others is a different matter. 
To the extent that his 'respectful' actions are explained by anything other than a 
recognition and appreciation of others' value his behavior is not likely to be 
consistently respectful. For instance, a person whose behavior is motivated by a 
concern for reputation may act very differently when he is out of the public eye. His 
ability to sustain a reputation as a respecter of persons depends on (a) his being able 
to separate his public life from his private life and (b) his being able to detect which 
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sorts of behaviors are respectful or disrespectful. A person who treats others 
disrespectfully whenever he thinks his behavior will go undetected or unreported is 
unlikely to be able to keep up a public appearance of respect. Maintaining a facade 
of respect would require that he indulge his appetite for disrespectful behavior only 
when he is not likely to be found out. Even if his judgment regarding the likelihood 
of escaping detection were reliable, it is doubtful that he could keep such a tight rein 
on himself Moreover, because his behavior is not responsive to others' value, but 
merely to others' perception of him as a person, he may falsely take his behavior to 
conform to norms of respect. Because he does not genuinely value others, he may not 
realize that certain ways of treating them are disrespectful. Although he will have no 
trouble recognizing violations of publicly-emphasized norms of respect (e.g., norms 
prohibiting violent behavior), he may fail to recognize other behaviors as 
disrespectful (e.g., making decisions for others without considering seriously their 
points of view). 

The person I have described is one who not only lacks respect for others, but also 
has no desire to respect them. Some persons who mimic respect for others may not 
be behaving self-interestedly. Indeed, they may desire to respect others and believe 
themselves to be treating others with respect. Unlike the person I described, these 
persons are not living double lives. Still, to the extent that they fail to appreciate fully 
others' value, they lack respect for persons. As argued in chapter one, a person may 
recognize that persons have a particular kind of value without understanding the 
ramifications of that value. 

^ Once again, I primarily have in mind a person who acts for prudential reasons. But 
any person who conforms to norms of respect without understanding that these norms 
are authoritative in virtue of the value of persons does not genuinely respect persons, 
for he fails to grasp their moral significance. 

- This difference between respect for others and self-respect might be attributable to 
the following: behaviors that are necessarily disrespectftil of others all seem to 
involve a violation of others' autonomy, rights, etc. There is no behavior towards the 
self that is analogous to theft or rape. Suicide, the analog of murder, seems to be 
importantly different in that it does not involve the violation of a person's rights. Nor 
does it necessarily involve the violation of autonomy; a person could autonomously 
decide to forfeit her autonomy by taking her own life. However, the various forms of 
self-inflicted torture seem to be likely candidates for behaviors that are necessarily 
disrespectful of the self I take up this issue in chapter four. 

** Kant argued that suicide is disrespectful, but most modem secular scholars would 
disagree. I am inclined to think that whether suicide is disrespectful to the self 
depends upon a person's reasons for committing suicide. Part of the motivation for 
claiming that suicide is disrespectful to the self might be the belief that suicide is 
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morally wrong, but surely the claim that suicide is morally wrong does not depend on 
its being disrespectful of the self. 

Some Christian theologians maintain that suicide is immoral because 
disrespectful, but it is not clear whether the complaint is that the agent treats himself 
disrespectfully or whether he treats God with disrespect. It is a mainstay of Christian 
theology that we belong to our Creator; as a creation of God, our life is not our own. 
To take our own lives, then, is to play God- to try to thwart His will. Now, it might 
be that the very same action is disrespect&l towards God and towards oneself, but the 
justification for the claim that suicide is necessarily disrespectful towards the self 
would seem to be that the actor does not respect his position as a creation of God. 
But there are at least two interpretations of the claim that the actor does not respect 
his position as a creation of God. One is that the actor does not appreciate the Giver; 
he acts as if his life does not depend on his Creator's mercy. But this does not seem 
to be a failure of self-respect so much as a failure of respect for the Creator and a lack 
of proper humility. The other interpretation is that persons who commit suicide 
demonstrate a lack of appreciation for their own value as creatures who are made in 
the image of God. The claim then would be that being made in God's image confers a 
certain kind of status on us, a status that a person who commits suicide fails to 
appreciate. Ultimately, I think the real objection to suicide from a Christian 
perspective is that the person who commits suicide is guilty of a certain sort of 
arrogance insofar as he takes the decision into his own hands. A related objection is 
that the agent who commits suicide is selfish. 
But if selfishness and arrogance are the Christian's reasons for taking suicide to be 
immoral, then the argument is not that suicide is disrespectful to the self, but rather 
that it is disrespectful to others and particularly to God. 

^ The story is from Karen Emmons, "Music of Hope", Reader's Digest, December, 
1998, pp. 62-70. 

Q 

Each is also motivated to some extent by considerations of duty. And there are 
likely other motivations as well. 

^ I am presuming that this is Terry's aim, but I think this is a plausible presumption. I 
am also presuming that Terry wants what is best for her children. 

The harm to which I am referring here is not so much physical harm, but rather the 
danger that Terry's children will be corrupted by their mother's behavior. In chapter 
five, I argue that significant moral corruption is non-accidentally associated with 
deficiencies of self-respect. 

'' Emmons, p. 69. 
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When a person's behavior increases risks for others, there is an implicit demand to 
justify the increased risk. 

We do sometimes admire people for behavior that results in increased risk both for 
themselves and others. For example, we may admire Chinese dissidents for speaking 
out against a repressive government even though their behavior made their relatives 
vulnerable to persecution. But notice that if we thought that a dissident had 
recklessly exposed others to harm, we would be less inclined to admire him. And a 
person who was not committed to freedom and democracy, but simply wanted to get 
in on the action would deserve moral condemnation if his relatives subsequently paid 
the price for his behavior. We admire the dissidents because we think that by and 
large they were not behaving recklessly. They were genuinely committed to a worthy 
cause, a cause whose fulfillment would benefit the Chinese people. That is, the risks 
were conceivably worth the potential gains. 

Malice and indifference to others are two additional possible explanations for why a 
person would expose others to undue risk. I do not discuss these here since I am 
considering persons who genuinely care about others. Although recklessness and 
indifference to the plight of others often go hand-in-hand, they need not. 

1 shall argue in due course that Terry's behavior is not self-respecting. I argue that 
a lack of self-respect is the best explanation of the pattern of behavior that results in 
the harm. The risks to which she exposed her children are part of the argument, but 
they are only a part. 

Many of us who are overly risk-averse recognize, however belatedly, that being too 
cautious can be quite costly both in terms of professional development and social 
relations. 

That is, our admiration is not given begrudgingly. It is not that we admire them 
despite the increased risk they face; rather, we admire them for choosing a path that 
involves increased risk. As noted above, this admiration is contingent on our thinking 
that the path they have chosen is a worthwhile path. 

The Khmer Rouge could have kidnapped her and held her hostage. As a fair, 
blonde foreigner, she was highly visible, so they could plausibly have gained some 
advantage by kidnapping her. Or she could have tripped over a land mine or been 
caught in the crossfire between the Khmer Rouge and the government. 

' ' Hampton herself mentions most of these factors at least in passing in "Selflessness 
and the Loss of Self. The impetus for my own account of self-respect comes from 
the account Hampton gives in the aforementioned paper. The claim that a self-
respecting person gives the same prima facie weight to her own and others' interests 
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originates with Hampton and forms the core of my account of respect for interests. In 
chapter three, I elaborate on and defend this requirement before developing a further 
condition for respecting interests. 

I am not claiming here that every failure to exercise one's judgment constitutes a 
failure to respect one's capacity for judgment. This becomes clearer in chapter three 
where I develop an extended analysis of respect for judgment. 

It might be objected that Terry does respect her interests, that by devoting herself to 
her family, she serves her own interests. Put another way, Terry identifies her 
interests with those of her children and husband. Even if this were true, it would not 
render Terry self-respecting. Assuming that Terry does indeed love her husband and 
children, she identifies with their interests. That is, she comes to have certain 
interests because her children and husband have those interests. Their good is in this 
way part of her own good. However, we may distinguish between two sets of 
interests a person may have, viz., those that are, for lack of a better term, essentially 
self-regarding and those that are other-regarding. Here, I mean to contrast interests 
that are adopted because they are another's interests with interests that a person has 
independently of others' interests. Now, if a person takes her essentially self-
regarding interests to be inherently less deserving of consideration than her other-
regarding interests, she thereby exhibits a lack of respect for her own interests, for she 
cares only about those interests that are derived from others' interests. She seems 
oblivious to the fact that she has interests independent of others' interests. 

"" The difference between Catherine and Terry in this regard is that Terry either has 
no self-regarding personal interests or subordinates them entirely to other-regarding 
personal interests (e.g., her interest in her children's health). Moreover, Terry 
uncritically adopts her family's interests as her own; to a large extent, they define her 
perception of their interests. 



3. BEING TRUE 

Foxe 's Book of Martyrs^ records the stories of the Protestant martyrs. One such 

story concerns the execution of Thomas Cranmer, Archbishop of Canterbury. Cranmer 

recanted while imprisoned, having been subjected to intense pressure by fellow 

clergymen. Although he had been told that recanting would save his life, it soon became 

clear that Queen Mary had no intention of pardoning him. Months later, one of Queen 

Mary's approved clergymen visited Cranmer; upon being asked to pen a copy of his writ 

of recantation, Cranmer surmised that his death was drawing near. Instead of penning his 

recantation, he penned a withdrawal of his recantation in which he reasserted all that he 

had recanted. 

On the day of his execution, Cranmer was asked to reaffirm his recantation. To 

general surprise and the dismay of many, Cranmer, after delivering an exhortation to the 

people gathered, expressly rejected his recantation; 

"And now I come to the great thing that so troubleth my conscience, more 
than anything that ever I did or said in my whole life, and that is the 
setting abroad of a writing contrary to the truth, which now here I 
renounce and reftise, as things written with my hand contrary to the truth 
which I thought in my heart, and written for fear of death, and to save my 
life, as it might be; and that is, all such bills and paper which I have 
written or signed since my degradation; wherein I have written many 
things untrue. And forasmuch as my hand offended, writing contrary to 
my heart, my hand shall first be punished therefore; for may 1 come to the 
fire, it shall first be burned."^ 

Cranmer did as he had said. When he came to the fire, he thrust in the hand that 

had signed the recantation first. As he burned, he was heard repeatedly to lament his 

"unworthy right hand". 
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Cranmer had nothing to lose by publicly renouncing his recantation, for Queen 

Mary was determined that he should die. But he had much to gain. Indeed, in 

renouncing his recantation, he affirmed who he was and repented the lack of courage he 

had shown in recanting. His dramatic action of deliberately thrusting his right hand into 

the fire and watching it bum before the rest of his body could be burned illustrates just 

how deeply he regretted his lapse. In his eyes, his recantation constituted a betrayal of 

himself By publicly doing penance for his recantation, he reaffirmed his identification 

with and commitment to an anti-papist stance. 

Cranmer's words on the occasion of his death are a testament to the inner turmoil 

that may arise from betraying one's deepest commitments. Perhaps it was only natural 

that he should have recanted; after all, his only visitors during the time he was imprisoned 

were other clergymen who were determined that he should recant. Moreover, he was 

under the impression that recantation would appease Queen Mary, thus saving his life. 

However natural or understandable, even excusable, his recantation seems to others, 

months afterwards, Cranmer still felt deep remorse. His regret was so strong that he 

spoke of his recantation as his "degradation". Clearly, he felt that attempting to save his 

life by betraying his ideals had not been worthwhile - not simply because it had not been 

successful, but more importantly because he had thereby initiated a series of self 

degrading actions. Publicly renouncing his recantation and exhibiting his deep remorse 

was his way of atoning for his weakness and redeeming himself. 

It would be false to say that Cranmer died for the sake of being true to himself. 

Had he reaffirmed his recantation, against his conscience, he could not have saved his 
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life. He had no choice about whether he would die, but he did have a choice about how 

he would die. Had he repeated his recantation, he would have gone to his grave having 

betrayed himself. Instead, he chose to reaffinn his commitment to what he took to be the 

truth. 

Whatever one thinks of Cranmer's commitments, there is something admirable 

about the manner in which he died; in his death, he at last mustered the courage to be true 

to himself. Many of his fellow martyrs did not fall prey to the temptation to recant; even 

with death looming, they remained true to their faith. In upholding their commitments at 

all costs, they refused to let their fear of death by violent means take precedence over 

their interest in living a life of which they could be proud. Both Cranmer and his fellow 

martyrs paid the price for their faith. The difference is that Cranmer paid an additional 

price, viz., the burden of having degraded himself, of having failed to live up to his own 

personal standards. 

That being true to oneself may sometimes require great personal sacrifices - even 

one's own life - is plausible. Moreover, such sacrifices often elicit and deserve our 

admiration. 

Nonetheless, being true to oneself may conflict with respecting oneself A self-

respecting person respects both her judgment and her interests. Roughly, that means that 

she takes her judgment and interests seriously. 

But being true to oneself is sufficient neither for respecting judgment nor for 

respecting interests. Indeed, being true to oneself may preclude respecting oneself. Or so 

I shall argue. 
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Being True to Oneself 

I have claimed that in withdrawing his recantation Cranmer was being true to 

himself, whereas the recantation itself constituted self-betrayal. But it might be argued 

that Cranmer's recantation did not constitute self-betrayal, but rather revealed a 

fundamental truth about him, viz., that he had a strong desire to avoid death (and perhaps 

lacked the courage or will to act against this desire). Hence, recantation was completely 

in character for one such as he. In recanting, he was simply acting in accordance with his 

nature. And, it might be claimed, that is just what it is to be true to oneself In this 

descriptive sense, then, Cranmer was being true to himself when he recanted, for he was 

simply acting in accordance with his needs and desires. 

More commonly, however, talk of being true to oneself invokes a normative 

conception. In this sense, to be true to oneself is to uphold one's commitments, to live in 

accordance with standards of which one approves. We might say that to be true to 

yourself in the descriptive sense is to be true to who you are, while to be true to yourself 

in the normative sense is to be true to who you want to be. Cranmer clearly wanted to be 

the sort of person who would not renege on his commitments. When he recanted, he 

violated his own standards of conduct; by his own lights, he did not live up to the person 

he wanted to be. In recanting, Cranmer allowed his fear of death to triumph over ideals 

that were near and dear to his heart. In this normative sense, his recantation is 

inconsistent with being true to himself.^ 
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It is this normative sense of being true to oneself that is the focus of this paper. I 

privilege the normative sense in this way because it is being true to oneself in the 

normative sense that is most directly connected to self-respect. 

What is to be true to oneself in this normative sense? And what is required to be 

true to oneself? The martyrs of the Reformation era may have espoused dramatically 

different ideals than do current Chinese dissidents, but members of both groups have one 

feature in common: a willingness to risk imprisonment, torture and death rather than 

forsake their ideals and, in the process, deny an important part of themselves These and 

similar examples suggest that being true to oneself involves abiding by one's 

commitments despite sacrifice. 

This understanding of what it is to be true to oneself is supported by the 

connection between a person's commitments and her conception of herself. We conceive 

of ourselves partly in terms of the roles we occupy; we are spouses, daughters, lawyers, 

musicians, and doctors. More fundamentally, however, we conceive of ourselves as 

individuals who have certain commitments, some of which are so important to us that 

they are partially constitutive of our identity. 

Let me say a few words about commitment itself. There is more than one sense of 

commitment. Sometimes, we say that we have committed ourselves to X where what wc 

mean is that we have promised to do X. Alternatively, we might count among our 

commitments all those things that we care about and try to promote-e.g., a healthy 

marriage, world peace, etc. In this sense of commitment, a person is committed to X if 

she cares about X and is disposed to act accordingly. 
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But neither of these senses of commitment seems to be what is invoked when the 

topic is being true to oneself. Sometimes in keeping her promises, a person betrays 

herself. Suppose that I promise to loan you my car only to discover that you intend to use 

it as a get-away car. In this case, keeping my promise conflicts with refusing to be an 

accomplice to crime. Assume that avoiding criminal acts is one of my cherished 

principles- a principle that is generated by a concern for respecting others' rights. Were I 

to loan you the car anyway, I would be acting contrary to my own values; specifically, I 

would be acting as if respecting others' rights were of little importance to me. Not all 

promises are commitments; I am committed to keeping a particular promise only on the 

presupposition that doing so does not involve betraying my values. 

Just as we cannot straightforwardly identify promises with commitments, so we 

cannot identify an agent's goals and principles with her commitments. An agent is not 

genuinely committed to those goals and principles that conflict with her values. Of 

course, she may care about and act to further a goal that is, at bottom, inconsistent with 

her values. But once she acknowledges that that goal is inconsistent with the values she 

espouses, she must either reject those goals or revise her values. If her allegiance to a 

particular goal would not survive the realization that it conflicts with her values, then it 

seems that that goal was never one of her commitments. Her allegiance was predicated 

on a failure to detect the conflict between the goal and her values. Thus, commitment in 

the first instance is commitment to values; commitment to acting on behalf of a particular 

goal or standard is derivative. 
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The upshot is that being true to yourself involves striving to abide by the values to 

which you are committed. The values to which an agent is committed tend to be values 

that she takes to be central to her identity, values that she is resolved to protect and 

promote/ Absent extenuating circumstances, an agent who acts contrary to the values by 

which she defines herself thereby fails to be true to herself.^ 

Being true to oneself also involves respecting one's judgment. In recanting, 

Cranmer not only betrayed himself, but also failed to respect his capacity for judgment, 

for he knowingly, willingly, and deliberately acted contrary to its verdict. Of course, 

self-betrayal does not always involve such blatant disregard for the verdicts of one's 

judgment. Sometimes, a person's lack of respect for his judgment is more subtle, as with 

cases of self-deception. 

Suppose that a German youngster in the late 1920's is caught up by Hitler's 

personal charisma and his promise to restore Germany to a position of prominence. This 

youngster- call him Wilhelm- becomes a devout follower of Hitler and dedicates himself 

to advancing the party. In so doing, he takes himself to be advancing the cause of 

Germany and her people. Shortly after Hitler assumes power in 1933, Wilhelm begins to 

feel uneasy about the tactics employed by Hitler and the National Socialist Party. He 

suspects that it was Hitler's henchmen, not the Jews, who burned down the Reichstag. 

He hears rumors that Hitler plans to deport all the Jews. Although he wants Germany to 

be restored to a position of prominence, he also attaches a great deal of importance to 

justice. Although he is not particularly fond of the Jews, neither is he in favor of treating 

them unjustly. 
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Now suppose that Wilhelm continues to support the Nazis despite his unease. 

Rather than subject his doubts to critical examination, he attempts to suppress them. 

When others voice similar doubts, he changes the subject or reacts with hostility. When 

it seems that he must accept X as evidence of Nazi injustice, he shies away from that 

conclusion, claiming that the Nazis were not responsible for X, that the informant must 

not be telling the whole story, or even that X is not unjust given the circumstances. In 

essence, he willfully closes his eyes and ears to the truth about the Nazis. 

Wilhelm's increasingly desperate efforts at self-deception show that he cannot 

afford (psychologically) to admit that the Nazis are behaving unjustly. There could be a 

number of explanations for his continual grasping at straws. He may be unwilling to 

admit to himself, much less to others, that he has been fooled on such a grand scale. 

Alternatively, he may fear the consequences of breaking with the party should his doubts 

be confirmed. In addition, he may doubt his ability to break with the party; he may not 

want to face a choice between his conscience and the party simply because he fears that 

he will choose the coward's way out at the expense of his conscience. But he would not 

be able to live with himself were he to brazenly violate his conscience. So, in order to 

avoid a looming conflict between his actions and his values, he has to persuade himself 

that the Nazis are not behaving unjustly. 

It is perhaps obvious enough that Wilhelm's continued support of the Nazis is at 

odds with his value system. After all, although he values the progress of the German 

nation, he also believes that that progress ought not to come at the expense of justice. 

Since the Nazi's actions are profoundly unjust, it would seem that Wilhelm's own set of 
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values dictates that he withdraw his support. Indeed, this is just what would happen were 

he to acknowledge that they are behaving unjustly. But, as we have seen, he instead 

dismisses the evidence out of hand and tries to convince himself that the Nazis would 

never behave as it is rumored they have behaved. This allows him both to avoid facing 

up to the conflict between his allegiance to the party and his values and to continue to 

support the party. By continuing to support the party, he lends his name and public 

support to injustice, thereby undermining the cause of justice and betraying a value he 

holds dear. Self-deception thus becomes a means to self-betrayal.^ 

Wilhelm's self-deception is indicative of a lack of respect for his judgment. He 

deliberately, though perhaps not completely consciously, subordinates his judgment to 

the goal of maintaining his allegiance to the party. In so doing, he treats his capacity for 

judgment as if it were of little consequence. 
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Self-Respect 

As I conceive of self-respect, the self-respecting person recognizes that she is 

intrinsically valuable as a person, accepts that she is on a moral par with other persons 

(i.e., she recognizes that there are norms of proper treatment that apply to all persons), 

prizes herself and treats herself accordingly. The self-respecting person is concerned 

about her own well-being. She takes her interests and judgment seriously, for it is 

through pursuing her interests that she achieves her good and it is through exercising her 

judgment that she determines what is most in her interest. Thus, a person who either fails 

to respect her judgment or fails to respect her interests thereby fails to respect herself, for 

she shows that she has insufficient regard for her own well-being. 

Thus far, I have argued that being true to oneself requires that the agent's 

behavior reflect his having made a good-faith effort to act in accordance with his core 

values. Cranmer and Wilhelm illustrate two distinct ways in which a person may fail to 

be true to himself Cranmer fails to be true to himself because he knowingly acts 

contrary to his core values. Wilhelm fails to be true to himself because he suppresses and 

reinterprets evidence that would lead him to disassociate himself from the Nazis. Notice 

that I am not claiming that being true to oneself is sufficient for respecting judgment.' I 

am claiming that a person who fails to be true to himself thereby fails to respect his 

judgment. 
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Respecting Judgment 

Let me say more about what it is to have respect for your own capacity of 

judgment. I have claimed that one way of failing to respect your own judgment is to fail 

to abide by its verdict. Some clarification is in order here. Sometimes, a person realizes 

that her initial judgment was in error; in these cases, having respect for her own judgment 

entails that she abide by her corrected judgment. For example, had Cranmer come to see 

his religious beliefs as implausible and for that reason recanted, his recantation would 

have simply been a public acknowledgment of his error. And that would have been 

consistent with respecting his judgment. But given that he took himself to be espousing 

the truth and given that he thought it important not to deny that truth, his recantation was 

contrary to his better judgment. By knowingly, willingly and deliberately recanting, 

Cranmer exhibited a lack of respect for his capacity of judgment. 

Respecting judgment thus involves abiding by your considered (best) judgment. 

A person who respects her own judgment also tends to form her own judgments; she does 

not let others make crucial judgments for her when she is perfectly capable of judging for 

herself. This is not to say that a person who respects her own judgment never defers to 

another's judgment. Sometimes, she will have good reason not to form a judgment on a 

particular matter. For instance, we often recognize that we lack the knowledge and 

experience necessary to make an accurate judgment. We then consult others whose 

judgment is, in our estimation, more likely to be correct in these matters. In these cases, 

refusing to form judgments on our own about the matter at hand is perfectly appropriate; 

by consulting others and allowing them to judge the issue, we act in accordance with our 
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higher-order judgments that we are not competent to judge this particular issue. That is 

just to say that having respect for your own judgment sometimes requires that you refrain 

from exercising your own judgment (that you suspend or withhold judgment). Thus, 

recognizing one's own limitations of judgment is compatible with respecting one's 

judgment. 

Finally, a person who respects her judgment does not deliberately undermine her 

judgment. By willfully attempting to deceive himself, Wilhelm treats his judgment as if it 

were of little importance. Such an attitude reveals a lack of respect for his judgment. 

Thus, a person who respects her judgment is one who (a) abides by her considered 

judgment, (b) is disposed to exercise her judgment where appropriate and (c) refrains 

from willful self-deception. 

So far, I have argued that there is an intimate connection between being true to 

oneself and respecting judgment. A person who betrays himself both fails to be true to 

himself and fails to respect his judgment. I now want to consider the connection between 

being true to oneself and respecting one's interests. 
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Respecting Interests 

Let me begin by defining the notion of an interest. By interests, I mean simply 

those things that are in fact conducive to a person's well-being, given her aptitudes, 

nature and circumstances. Each of us has what may be called basic interests as well as 

more particular interests. Basic interests are interests that every person has, interests 

whose fulfillment is crucial to human well-being.® For instance, physical and 

psychological health is a basic human interest; being healthy is not only conducive to the 

pursuit of our personal interests, but is also good in and of itself. A good human being, 

biologically speaking, is one that is relatively healthy. 

In addition to basic interests, each of us has more particular interests; the content 

of these interests depends on a person's attributes (talents, character traits, intelligence, 

etc.) as well as her circumstances. For example, someone who has an extraordinary 

musical talent has an interest in developing that talent inasmuch as doing so can enrich 

her life. But if she has other talents whose development would enrich her life to a greater 

degree, then her interest in developing those talents may outweigh her interest in 

developing her musical abilities. What is, in the end, most in a person's interest will 

depend in this way on the variety of talents she has as well as on her range of available 

options. 

Notice that this conception of interests is both objective and relative to the 

individual. It is objective in that there is a fact of the matter about what is conducive to a 

particular person's well-being. There are certain goods that are conducive to every 
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person's well-being, irrespective of his or her more particular interests. There are also 

needs that we share, for example, the need for companionship, for meaning in our lives, 

for personal fulfillment, etc. But the ways in which we fulfill these needs vary and 

appropriately so. Although there are certain constants in the good life, the role that these 

play in an individual's life varies from person to person. Some of us place more 

importance on relationships than do others who have less need for social interaction. 

Some of us feel driven to achieve recognition in our chosen professions, even if that 

means putting other parts of our lives on hold. In short, there are a variety of acceptable 

paths to personal fulfillment. Although we want rich, rewarding lives, your rich, 

rewarding life may look markedly different from the life I consider to be rich and 

rewarding. Despite this element of relativism, there is a fact of the matter about what sort 

of life is best for each individual. Hence, we can go wrong in a number of ways. We 

may neglect things that are components of the good life for any human being. We may 

also misidentify our more particular interests, give inappropriate weight to some of our 

interests, or take the wrong means to fulfilling our interests. 

What is required for a person to respect her interests? Roughly, a person who has 

respect for her own interests cares about her own well-being, takes the time to identify 

her interests, gives due consideration to her interests and tends to act in accordance with 

her interests. A person who gives her interests due consideration takes her interests into 

account when making decisions; she recognizes that the impact of decisions and actions 

on her interests is relevant to determining what she ought to do. Moreover, as Jean 

Hampton has observed, when there is a conflict between her interests and others' 



71 

interests, she does not simply assume that her interests are less important'; rather than 

automatically deferring to others, she considers the objective importance of their interests 

relative to her own. She may decide that others' interests are more important, given the 

content of those interests or given the circumstances (she may have an interest in 

promoting their interests). This is compatible with respecting her interests. What she 

may not do is act as if her interests are - in virtue of being her interests- less important 

than others' interests. 

The person who discounts her own interests -simply because they are her 

interests-reveals that she does not consider her own good to be as important as others' 

good. Her decisions are based solely on whose interests are at stake; she does not 

consider which interests are at stake." In giving others' interests unchecked primacy 

over her own, she reveals a bias against herself and for others. By indiscriminately 

setting aside her own interests whenever they conflict with another's interests, she fails to 

give due consideration to her own interests. 

Of course, there are other ways in which a person could fail to give due 

consideration to her interests. For example, some young women work for escort services 

or as strippers to earn tuition money for college. It is quite possible that a person who 

works at one of these jobs might find it degrading and yet also sincerely believe that it is 

for her long-term good. Getting a college education will enable her to be self-sufficient 

and to enjoy a decent standard of living. She might think that the prospect of future 

success is worth the temporary degradation. But could she reasonably think this? That 

is, could a person who found such experiences degrading reasonably make this kind of 
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tradeoff?'^ I am inclined to think that someone who found being a stripper degrading and 

humiliating could not reasonably make this kind of tradeoff. That is, such a person 

significantly underestimates the impact that being a stripper, even for a couple of years, 

will have on her. She might think that she could come through the experience unscathed, 

but were she more realistic, she would recognize that she is in danger either of altering 

her values to accommodate her choice of occupation or doing significant psychological 

damage (in the form of deep shame, self-contempt, etc.) to herself If she were more 

reasonable in her assessment of the risks involved in engaging in self-degrading behavior, 

she would not think that financial gain is worth self-degradation of this sort. By making 

this kind of trade-off, she reveals that she does not sufficiently appreciate what is at stake; 

she fails to give due consideration to her interests in psychological and moral well-being. 

In so doing, she fails to respect her interests. 

Having in hand a rough account of what is involved in respecting interests, let us 

consider whether being true to oneself is sufficient for respecting interests. I shall argue 

that it is not. The argument itself is indirect. I begin by considering the relationship 

between respect for judgment and respect for interests. I then argue that respecting 

judgment is not sufficient for respecting interests. I present an example of an individual 

whose failure to respect her interests is not attributable to a failure to respect her 

judgment. Moreover, the agent is true to herself, for the behavior in question is 

consistent with (indeed, stems from) her core values. Hence, being true to oneself is not 

sufficient for respecting interests. 
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The Connection Between Respecting Judgment and Respecting Interests 

A person who fails to abide by her own judgment fails to respect her judgment; in 

so doing, she may fail to respect her interests. Similarly, a person may correctly identify 

her interests, yet have difficulty balancing the pursuit of her interests with the fulfillment 

of others' interests. In failing to pursue her own interests when she judges that this is 

what she ought- all things considered- to do, she both fails to respect her judgment and 

fails to respect the importance of her interests. 

That there is this close, albeit contingent, connection between respecting 

judgment and interests should not come as a surprise. For one thing, judgment is a means 

to identifying our interests. To ignore the verdict of judgment regarding our interests is 

ordinarily to fail to respect our interests. Furthermore, a failure to respect judgment and a 

failure to respect interests often spring fr^om the very same sources. That is, the very 

factor that accounts for a person's failure to respect her own interests may also account 

for her failure to respect her own judgment and vice-versa. 

For instance, a person who believes that she is not worthy of others' regard will 

tend to respect neither her own interests nor her own judgment. She may find it difficult 

to stand her ground precisely because she has such a low estimation of her own worth. 

She may be prone to letting others make crucial decisions for her- even when she is 

perfectly capable of deciding for herself. This could be attributable to a number of 

factors: a low estimation of her own worth; excessive dependence on others for her self-

worth; following the course of least resistance; reluctance to accept responsibility for her 

own life, etc. She may find herself unable to abide by her judgment when doing so 
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would displease others whom she considers her superiors or people whose opinion 

matters to her. Similarly, she may let others run roughshod over her because she thinks 

that she does not deserve better or because she is so grateful for attention. She is willing 

to sacrifice her own good in exchange for the crumbs of attention she gets in return. In 

short, someone who believes herself to be vastly inferior in general to others is likely to 

fail to respect both her own judgment and her own interests. She is also likely to have a 

distorted picture of her interests. 

Other sources of a failure to respect judgment, interests, or both include 

cowardice and inattentiveness. Sometimes, these are explained by a person's lack of self-

esteem; sometimes, they are attributable to other factors. Whether or not a person's 

cowardice or inattentiveness is ultimately attributable to some deeper cause is irrelevant 

for my purposes; what is important to note is that cowardice and inattentiveness can be 

quite general. Often, a person's cowardice is confined to a relatively small group of 

people or to a few issues. Even when a person lacks courage only with respect to her 

parents, her cowardice may lead her to act contrary to her own judgment and interests 

across a wide spectrum of choices. She may be exceedingly ready to give in to her 

parents on a whole host of issues rather than risk a confrontation and deal with their 

displeasure. 

Given that there is this close connection between respecting your own judgment 

and respecting interests, one might think that respecting judgment is sufficient for 

respecting interests. But this is not the case. 
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I noted earlier that respecting judgment requires that you refrain from 

undermining your capacity for judgment, that you form your own judgments, and that 

you make a good faith effort to act in accordance with the verdicts of your judgment'^. It 

is this last requirement that forces a wedge between respecting judgment and respecting 

interests. By doing what she sincerely believes to be best, a person may show disrespect 

for her interests. This is possible inasmuch as the verdicts of a person's judgment may be 

distorted by her failure to give serious consideration to her own interests. 

In the novel Invitation to Live^*, Lloyd Douglas gives an example of a young 

woman, Katherine Drake, whose failure to respect her interests is not entirely attributable 

to a failure to respect her judgment. Like many of us, Katherine is susceptible to pressure 

from family members. Sometimes, she lacks the courage to act on her best judgment. 

And this often results in her interests being trampled on by her family. Thus, her failure 

to respect her own interests is sometimes attributable to a failure to respect her judgment. 

But even when Katherine abides by her own judgment, she often fails to respect her 

interests; by failing to take her interests into account, by being all too ready to put her 

interests on the back burner, she treats her interests as if they do not matter. And she sees 

nothing wrong with this. In her judgment, subordinating her needs and wants to those of 

her family is the right thing to do. Her judgment is often distorted by her failure to give 

due weight to her interests. 

Katherine is reared in a family in which the father is the sole decision-maker. The 

mother is relegated to the role of a glorified housekeeper. The children, too, are 

encouraged to be dependent. Katherine is the only sibling who has some semblance of 
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independence; although she still lives at home, she earns her own living and refuses to 

accept an allowance. 

Having established a reputation as the level-headed, self-sufficient, responsible 

and reliable sibling, Katherine was, at her father's death, the logical choice to manage the 

family's affairs. Not surprisingly, her family expected from her all that they had come to 

expect of Mr. Drake. Where Mr. Drake had voluntarily taken on these duties 

(presumably partly to retain control over the family), Katherine had these responsibilities 

thrust upon her by a family who were unaccustomed to doing for themselves. She 

accepted this responsibility out of the misguided belief that it was her duty to take care of 

her family's needs. 

In addition to retaining her normal load of household duties, she assumed all of 

her father's responsibilities. Moreover, she supplemented the diminished family income 

with the money she earned at her job. While she went without and contributed her salary 

to the budget, the rest of the family was strikingly unwilling to contribute to the family 

good. Their sole input was a litany of complaints. Although no one else wanted to be 

responsible for budgeting, each felt entitled to protest Katherine's attempts to curtail 

spending; each seemed to think that his or her own wants took priority over the need to 

conserve money. 

Although Katherine never complains, she is decidedly not a cheerful giver. 

Indeed, it is sometimes painful for her to give up things that she wants. Why then does 

she continue to accept the huge burden her family has thrust upon her? A number of 

factors seem to be at work here. For one thing, Katherine has an over-extended sense of 
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duty. She believes that it is her duty- as the capable one- to manage the family affairs. 

Since no one else seems to be capable of or willing to contribute either financially or by 

taking on additional duties, it is up to her to keep the family from going under. From 

time to time, she questions her brother regarding his job search or implores her sister to 

be a little less extravagant. But she is not prepared to insist on their making a positive 

contribution. She continues to be the dutiful daughter, bent on saving the family; if she 

has to do it alone, so be it. This requires that she sacrifice her own interests, but she 

thinks that putting her own interests aside is a good thing. 

An equally powerful motivation for Katherine is the pride she takes in being the 

Rock upon whom the family depends. Subconsciously, she feels as if she is superior to 

the family; while no one else seems to have a clue how to support him or herself, she not 

only supports herself, but also makes a substantial contribution to their support. 

Sometimes, the sacrifices (of time, money, and worry) wear thin. Although the sacrifice 

is sometimes painful, she takes a perverse sort of pleasure in sacrificing her own needs 

and wants. She somehow feels that her sacrifices render her morally superior. 

Katherine's deference to her family is incompatible with respecting her interests. 

Although she does see that her interests are important, she also believes that it is her job 

to sacrifice her own wants and needs. Her pride and sense of superiority prevent her 

from initiating change. Every time she makes a painfiil sacrifice, she pats herself on the 

back and reminds herself that sacrifice is admirable. In short, Katherine seems to believe 

that her interests ought of right to be sacrificed to the interests of other family members. 

She is willing to put the needs and wants (however trivial) of her family above her own 
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interests (however important they may be). Such an attitude is incompatible with 

respecting interests. 

In sacrificing her interests time and again, Katherine acted according to her best 

judgment. Had she put her own desires and needs above the family's she would have 

failed to live up to her own moral standards, for she would have failed to do what she 

took to be her duty. Granted, doing her duty was painful, but she prided herself on doing 

her duty. That doing her duty was sometimes painful was an additional source of pride. 

Had she refused to sacrifice for others, she would have brought herself down to the level 

of "lesser" beings- those who did not sacrifice for others, those for whom it was her 

privilege to sacrifice. Being true to herself required that she do as she thought right- that 

she act according to her own judgment. And she did. But her judgment was warped by 

her blindness to the importance of her own interests. The result was that by following her 

own judgment, she revealed a lack of respect for her interests, for she failed to see that 

her interests had not been given due consideration. Thus, although she was true to herself 

and acted in accordance with her judgment, she failed to respect her own interests. 

I began this chapter by sketching an account of what is involved in being true to 

oneself. I argued that being true to oneself requires that a person strive to act in 

accordance with his own values and that this involves respecting one's judgment. That is, 

a person who is true to herself respects her judgment regarding her core values. If this is 

right, being true to oneself is one way of showing respect for one's judgment (and hence, 

for oneselO-
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Although being true to oneself is in this way directly associated with self-respect, 

it is not sufficient for self-respect. A self-respecting person respects both her judgment 

and her interests. But a person may be true to herself and yet fail to respect her interests. 

Specifically, a person may genuinely believe that her interests are dispensable, that it is 

her job to put aside her interests when they conflict with others' interests. In such cases, 

being true to herself, i.e., acting in accordance with her core values, requires that she 

neglect her own interests. Thus, being true to oneself is sometimes a barrier to respecting 

interests. 
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ENDNOTES 

'Ed. Williamson, G.A. (1965). Foxe s Book of Martyrs. Boston: Little, Brown, and 
Company. 

- Ibid, p. 355. 

^ It is not clear to me that Cranmer's recantation was an instance of being true to himself 
in the descriptive sense of that term, for he clearly needed and wanted to be a person who 
would not turn his back on his commitments. By recanting, he fulfilled the momentarily 
intense desire to avoid death at the cost of foregoing his deeply-ingrained desire to be a 
certain sort of person. 

She has a personal stake in the protection and promotion of these values. 

^ Consider Cranmer*. Cranmer* has the same ideals as the historical Cranmer. He, too, 
is put under house arrest and allowed visits only from fellow clergy. Unfortunately, 
Cranmer* is blind. A friend whom he has no reason to suspect visits him occasionally. 
On one of these visits, the fiiend mentions that the religious community is worried about 
Cranmer*'s state of mind. He suggests that Cranmer* send a message to the community 
to alleviate their worries. Cranmer* dictates a letter in which he reaffirms his 
commitment to his ideals. His fnend pretends to be taking the message down. Cranmer* 
then signs what he thinks is the letter he just dictated, but in reality is a public rejection of 
his values and ideals. Cranmer* is true to himself, despite the fact that he signs a letter of 
recantation. Since he neither knew nor had any reason to suspect that he was signing a 
recantation, his actions do not constitute a betrayal of his values. By contrast, the 
historical Cranmer fails to be true to himself, for he knowingly acts contrary to his 
values. 

'• Notice that Wilhelm is guilty of self-betrayal even if it turns out that the Nazis, despite 
all appearances to the contrary, are not responsible for the evils perpetrated against the 
Jews. The world might be such that some other group is responsible for these evils. But 
Wilhelm is not in a position to know this. The preponderance of evidence is such that 
anyone who was reasoning in good faith would think that the Nazis were perpetrating 
injustices. Suppose that the Nazis were completely innocent. In this case, William by 
continuing to support the party would not be acting contrary to his values. However, he 
would still fail to be true to himself, for it is only by a lucky accident that his actions do 
not conflict with his values. A congruence between one's actions and one's values is not 
sufficient for being true to oneself. It matters how the congruence arose. In particular, 
the agent's relationship to his actions and beliefs is crucial. 
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' There are at least two ways in which a person might be true to himself and yet fail to 
respect his judgment. First, I have said that being true to oneself requires acting in 
accordance with one's core values. A person who is true to himself thereby acts in 
accordance with his considered judgment. But a person who complies with the verdicts 
of his judgment regarding his core values might have a tendency not to obey his 
judgment in other matters. Second, respecting judgment also involves being disposed to 
form one's own judgments. A person could be true to himself and yet have a tendency to 
let others make crucial decisions for him. 

® What I call "basic interests" are, so far as I know, equivalent to Jean Hampton's 
"legitimate needs" or "objective human needs". See her "Selflessness and the Loss of 
Self (pp. 148, 154). 

' Hampton, Jean. "Selflessness and the Loss of Self. 

Per Thomas Christiano's suggestion, we might say that a person who attaches the same 
prima facie weight to her own interests as she does to others' interests observes the 
indexical neutrality condition. A person who fails to satisfy the indexicality criterion 
thereby fails to respect her interests. 

" The point is not that it is irrelevant whose interests are at stake. Ra±er, the point is that 
which interests are at stake is also relevant. From the moral point of view, neglecting to 
consider whose interests are at stake is just as problematic as neglecting to consider 
which interests are at stake. For instance, it is hard to see how a person could establish 
and maintain healthy relationships with her children, loved ones and friends if their 
interests were no more important to her than a stranger's interests. On the other hand, a 
person who completely neglected to consider the content of competing interests is open 
to moral criticism as well. The person who lacks respect for her own interests exhibits 
one sort of pathology; she takes the fact that interests are "not hers" to be a decisive 
reason for favoring those interests. The egoist exhibits the opposite pathology. Like the 
person who lacks respect for her interests, the egoist limits his attention to whose 
interests are at stake. More precisely, when considering whether he ought to promote his 
interests or someone else's interests, he refuses to acknowledge the relevance of the 
content of competing interests. The only time he considers the content of interests is 
when the interests at stake are his own. Thus, he acknowledges that which interests are at 
stake is relevant to determining which of his interests ought to be promoted, but he does 
not acknowledge that it is relevant to determining whether another's interests ought to be 
promoted instead of his own. 

Many of these girls claim to experience no shame. I suspect that at least some of those 
who claim that stripping is not degrading felt shame at least initially and later were able 
successfully to suppress that shame. But it is at least possible that some genuinely never 
felt shame. 
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Making a "good faith effort" involves- at minimuin- refraining from knowingly, 
willingly and deliberately acting contrary to your considered judgment. 

Douglas, Lloyd C. Invitation to Live. Cambridge: The Riverside Press ( a division of 
Houghton Mifflin Company), 1940. 
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4. SELF-RESPECT AND DEGRADING BEHAVIORS 

In chapter one, I argued that murder, rape, torture and similar behaviors are 

necessarily incompatible with respecting other persons. In chapter two, I noted that there 

seem to be no obvious behaviors that are necessarily incompatible with self-respect. The 

cases I have examined so far have supported this claim. Now that I have isolated what I 

take to be the major components of self-respect, I want to consider whether there are 

types of behavior that are necessarily incompatible with self-respect. The obvious 

candidates are behaviors that are degrading, that seem not to comport with human 

dignity.' In this chapter, I shall consider two behaviors, prostitution and self-flagellation, 

which seem to me to be among the hardest types of behaviors to reconcile with self-

respect. After briefly discussing the case of prostitution, I shall consider in greater detail 

the more complex case of self-flagellation. I argue that both prostitution and self-

flagellation may sometimes be compatible with self-respect. 
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Prostitution 

That prostitution, as typically practiced in the United States, is a dangerous and 

degrading practice is undeniable. Prostitutes, whether working for themselves or for 

pimps, are subjected to humiliation and threats as well as emotional and physical abuse 

and run the risk of contracting a host of diseases. The prostitute is treated as a sexual 

object, entirely at the disposal of the client. If the prostitute is to do her job properly, she 

must squelch (at least temporarily) any qualms she has regarding the acts she is expected 

to perform, no matter how disgusting or perverted she considers the acts to be. 

Particularly if she is at the mercy of a pimp, she has little say over what she will and will 

not do and with whom she will do it. To be overly picky about one's partners or to refuse 

to perform certain acts is to run the risk of incurring the wrath of a pimp or client. The 

typical prostitute has little control over her life and is routinely subjected to degrading 

treatment. It is difficult to see how a self-respecting woman could allow herself to be 

treated as a sexual object. 

Nonetheless, I shall argue that prostitution is sometimes consistent with self-

respect. While it is certainly plausible that the great majority of prostitutes are deficient 

in self-respect, it is at least possible that some prostitutes are self-respecting. That is, it is 

possible that in some, albeit relatively few cases, being a prostitute would be consistent 

both with respecting one's interests and respecting judgment. Inasmuch as there is 

insufficient evidence to support the attribution of a cognitive or affective defect, the 

judgment that the prostitute must nonetheless be deficient in self-respect would be 

unwarranted. The fact that the behavior is degrading is not sufficient to mark all 
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prostitutes as deficient in self-respect; as in cases considered in earlier chapters, a 

person's reasons for engaging in prima facie disrespectful behavior are key to 

determining whether and to what extent she respects herself Here, I shall be concerned 

with prostitution in its most degrading form. If prostitution in its most degrading form 

can be consistent with self-respect, then prostitution in less degrading forms may, in 

appropriate circumstances, be consistent with self-respect. 

Many young girls run away from home, for good and bad reasons. Because they 

risk being reported as runaways, they tend to gravitate towards big cities so that they can 

blend in. Having no connections in the town to which they have run, lacking the means 

to support themselves, and sometimes being more than a little naive, they are especially 

vulnerable. Imagine a young girl, Tanya, who has run away from an abusive household. 

Scared and at a loss, she turns to the first person who seems genuinely concerned about 

her. Her benefactor provides her with shelter and food and treats her affectionately. 

Although she is expected to do minor chores, no other demands are made on her. 

Initially, she is so grateful to her benefactor that she does not attribute ulterior motives to 

him. But within a short while, it becomes clear that he expects her to prostitute herself 

She balks at the idea and attempts to run away only to be retrieved and beaten. She is 

warned that should he discover that she has told others about her situation, there will be 

severe consequences. Under extreme duress, she complies with his order to prostitute 

herself. Having made the mistake once of running away only to be severely beaten, she 

knows that any further attempt to run must be successful. Hoping to lull his suspicions. 
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she allows herself to prostituted and pretends to be resigned to her new lifestyle. But she 

finds her situation degrading and longs to escape. 

While Tanya, as I have described her, was undoubtedly naive and too willing to 

trust, her behavior seems consistent with self-respect. Not knowing where to turn, acting 

perhaps on fear and anger, believing that things could not be much worse, she 

instinctively fled her abusive home, seeidng a better and safer life. She admittedly used 

poor judgment when she took at face value a stranger's offer to help, but making poor 

decisions is not necessarily indicative of a lack of respect for judgment. 

Recall that respecting judgment involves (a) exercising one's own capacity for 

judgment, (b) making a good-faith effort to act in accordance with one's best judgment, 

and (c) refraining from willfiil self-deception. Tanya exercises her own judgment; the 

problem is that she does not use good judgment. Her decision to run away from home 

was made under circumstances that were not conducive to good judgment. When she 

fled her home, she may have had little time to give much thought to how she would 

survive; things may have become so bad so quickly that she could not afford to worry 

about how she would survive. Once reality sunk in, she realized that she was unable to 

cope on her own. She needed help, but did not know where to go. Moreover, she did not 

want to be sent back to her home. When her supposed benefactor appeared on the scene, 

she failed to question seriously his motives; she simply accepted his generosity, grateful 

that someone had come to her aid. It seems that Tanya both exercised her capacity for 

judgment and acted according to her best judgment. Unfortunately, her judgment was 

skewed by her destitute state, fear, and gratitude. 
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One might suspect that Tanya could not have been following her best judgment 

when she trusted her benefactor. After all, there were most likely signals that her 

benefactor was not trustworthy. Perhaps Tanya simply chose to ignore those signals or 

failed to take them seriously. 

I grant that it is entirely possible that Tanya simply ignored evidence that stared 

her in the face. However, it is also possible that she was unaware of any reason to be 

concerned. Indeed, we may presume that her benefactor has played this game before. 

His demeanor and behavior are calculated to put people at ease. But, for the sake of 

argument, let us suppose that she felt a niggling doubt, yet decided to trust him anyway. 

Whether this decision to trust is consistent with respecting her judgment depends on how 

it is explained. She may have dismissed her doubts on the grounds that they were 

unfounded; after all, he treated her well in the beginning.' Alternatively, she may have 

suppressed any doubts because she did not want to believe that the only person who had 

offered to help her really intended to harm her. That is, she may have been 

psychologically unprepared to face up to reality. Such self-deception may be benign 

(purely a coping mechanism that helps to prevent psychic trauma) or willftil. If we 

assume that her self-deception was willftil, i.e., she deliberately suppressed her doubts in 

a vain attempt to justify her trust, then by deciding to trust, she exhibits a lack of respect 

for her own judgment. 

Thus, there is at least one construal of Tanya's behavior according to which she 

fails to respect her capacity for judgment.^ But notice that even if this is the right way to 

construe her behavior, it establishes only that she failed to respect her judgment when 
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entail that her subsequent decisions are indicative of a failure to respect her judgment. 

For all that has been said here, her prostitution may well have been consistent with self-

respect.'' 

As I have characterized the situation, Tanya is in dire straits. By the time she 

realizes her benefactor's plans, the costs of getting away are extraordinarily high. The 

few acquaintances she has were introduced to her by her prospective pimp; their 

willingness and ability to help her are suspect. After her initial attempt to run ends in 

being beaten and threatened, she realizes that she has very few options. She could try to 

run away again, but she knows that he is on high alert. Should he catch her, he might 

well kill her. Although she hates the thought of having sex with strangers, her short-term 

survival depends on her compliance. Rather than subject herself to life-threatening 

violence, she complies. Having received a brutal awakening, she thinks through her 

options and allows herself to be prostimted.^ 

Notice that Tanya's behavior is consistent not only with respecting her judgment, 

but also with respecting her interests. It is not the case that Tanya fails to take her 

interests into consideration. Nor does she fail to give her interests due consideration. She 

neither discounts nor renounces her interests. Rather, she judges (and reasonably so) that 

the best thing for her to do is to sacrifice her short-term good for her long-term good. 

Meanwhile, she waits for a viable opportunity to escape. 

Explaining Tanya's behavior does not require that we attribute to her either an 

anitudinal or a fundamental cognitive defect. Granted, she complies with her benefactor's 



89 

orders, but she complies only under extreme duress. Given her initial attempt to escape, 

there is no good reason to suppose that she would have freely cooperated. Hence, her 

compliance does not constitute authorization. And this is significeuit. Assuming that she 

does not authorize the treatment to which she is subjected, her compliance is attributable 

neither to a cognitive nor to an affective defect. Had she authorized, legitimated or 

endorsed the degradation associated with being a prostitute, it would have been 

reasonable to assume that she set little store by herself, that she thought that she deserved 

no better. Since her compliance does not signal authorization, the claim that she lacks 

self-respect is ultimately insupportable.^ 

If this is right, the mere fact that a person is a prostitute for a period of time does 

not establish that she lacks self-respect. A woman who, under extreme duress, allows 

herself to be violated by strangers is not thereby lacking in self-respect. Provided that she 

both has no reasonable choice and does not endorse the degradation, her behavior is self-

respecting.^ By contrast, a woman who prostitutes herself absent a compelling reason 

thereby volunteers for and authorizes the degradation.^ 
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Self-Flagellation 

Let me now turn to the more difficult case of self-flagellation. That self-imposed 

physical abuse such as self-flagellation, deliberate bums, bruises, and mutilation is prima 

facie incompatible with self-respect is clear. Indeed, intuitively it seems that no self-

respecting person could deliberately abuse himself in this fashion- unless perhaps it were 

necessary for strategic reasons. But one wonders what sorts of circumstances would 

make such behaviors acceptable. It is one thing to tolerate abuse from others for strategic 

reasons; it is quite another to abuse oneself for strategic reasons. Or so it seems. 

It is, then, at least initially hard to understand how a person who respects himself 

could engage in practices like self-flagellation, burning, self-mutilation, etc. And these 

doubts about the propriety of willfully abusing oneself are supported by what we know 

about persons who behave in this way. Sometimes, people abuse themselves to hurt 

others or to get attention. Often, the ultimate explanation for such behavior is that the 

abuser believes himself to be unlovable and is testing others' love. He knows that the 

behavior will horrify, disgust, or infuriate others. In addition to believing that he is 

worthless, the person who abuses himself may be acting from self-hatred and contempt; 

he may even believe that one such as he deserves such abuse. Clearly, behavior that is 

attributable to self-hatred or self-contempt is incompatible with self-respect, for the 

agent's contempt for himself prevents him from seeing that he deserves better treatment. 

But must we attribute self-hatred, self-contempt or some other attitude 

incompatible with self-respect to persons who abuse their bodies? Failing that, must we 
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who abuse their bodies to be fully self-respecting? I shall begin by considering the story 

of Martin Luther, for his self-flagellation is not obviously inconsistent with self-respect. 

I shall argue that Luther's behavior is consistent with self-respect. 

The reformer Martin Luther is best known for nailing the 95 Theses criticizing 

Catholic tenets to the door of the Wittenberg Cathedral. What is less publicized — at least 

outside of theological circles- is Luther's behavior prior to launching the Protestant 

Reformation. As a young man, Luther was known for his piety and for his uncommon 

consciousness of and concern with his own shortcomings. He was so convinced of his 

depravity, of his unfitness before God that he willingly and routinely flagellated himself 

and otherwise abused his body as penance for his sins. Believing that his only hope for 

eternal life with God lay in coming to God purified of sin, Luther zealously carried out 

the penances proscribed by the church. 

In engaging in self-flagellation and other practices'", Luther was acting according 

to his conscience. Luther's primary goal was to be worthy of Heaven. He believed that 

being worthy of Heaven required moral perfection. He wanted to be pure, but he found 

that purity of heart and deed was a daunting goal. He was continually fhistrated by his 

inabilit>' to achieve moral perfection. Self-flagellation moved him closer to perfection in 

two ways; First, it ser\'ed as atonement for his past sins, thereby wiping the slate clean. 

Second, it served as an incentive to refrain from sin in the future." In Luther's eyes, 

moral perfection was well worth the price of temporary, if recurrent, bodily pain. Thus, 

Luther seems to have been acting according to his best judgment. 
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If it seems ludicrous that Luther could have been acting according to his best 

judgment, consider the cultural environment in which he was reared. In Luther's time, 

physical punishment for disobedience and other sins was the norm. Luther's parents 

were no exception; more than once, his mother beat him to the iK)int of drawing blood. 

When he attended Catholic boarding school, he was again subjected to beatings - this 

time by the schoolmaster. And the Catholic church taught that physical punishment 

(including self-flagellation) was necessary to atone for certain sins. Sins that were not 

atoned for on this earth would be atoned for by an extended stint in Purgatory, for no one 

could enter Heaven with sin in his heart. Thus, physical punishment was both viewed as 

normal and tied to a person's long-term good. Bearing in mind the cultural environment, 

it is quite possible that Luther sincerely believed that flagellation was necessary to 

achieve moral perfection.'^ Given that he attached so much importance to moral 

perfection, it is very plausible indeed that in flagellating himself, he did what he sincerely 

believed to be best.'^ 

But, as argued in the preceding chapter, whether an individual acts according to 

his best judgment and whether he respects his interests are two distinct questions. Luther 

seems to have believed that self-flagellation was in his long-term interests, for it was a 

means to achieving moral perfection. Pretty clearly, he was wrong; indeed, he later 

realized that he had made a mistake in assessing his interests. But that he made a mistake 

regarding his interests does not entail that he lacked respect for his interests. At least, we 

ought not to assume at the outset that misidentifying an interest or misidentifying the 

proper means to fulfilling an interest is incompatible with self-respect. The question. 
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then, is whether Luther's mistaken Judgment is attributable to a lack of respect for his 

interests. 

The first thing to notice is that Luther's mistake is not attributable to a general 

neglect or lack of concern for his own interests. To the contrary, Luther clearly believed 

that his own interests were important. He just happened to believe that his interest in 

moral perfection vastly outweighed his interest in bodily integrity. If self-flagellation 

was necessary to tame his desires and thus achieve perfection, so be it. Odd as it may 

sound, Luther's strong desire to achieve his own good helps explain his zeal in punishing 

himself. It is because he was so intent on achieving what he took to be in his overall best 

interest that he was so scrupulous about identifying his own sins and punishing himself 

for them. 

If this is right, Luther's self-flagellation is attributable neither to a lack of concern 

for his own interests nor to a general neglect of his interests. Nor do we have reason to 

think that Luther did not care about his physical health. Notice that he did not beat 

himself up gratuitously. He simply believed that the health of the soul (moral purity) was 

more important than physical health.'"' He also believed that flagellation was the only 

way to atone for certain sins; hence, self-flagellation was necessary to gain spiritual 

health. Could he have seen that the sacrifice of physical health was not necessary for the 

attainment of spiritual health, he would presumably not have flagellated himself It was 

only because the flesh was a source of temptation and thus a formidable barrier to 

becoming worthy of Heaven that he punished his body. 
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Thus, we cannot rightfully accuse Luther of ignoring or being indifferent to his 

health. While it could be argued that he neglected his health, it is by no means clear that 

this is true. Nor is it clear that neglecting an objective interest is tantamount to a failure 

to respect interests. Let's consider each of these points in turn. 

Consider first the charge that Luther neglected his health. One way to establish 

this charge would be to show that he did not attach sufficient importance to his interest in 

health. This charge, as it stands, is ambiguous. This would involve showing either that 

Luther gave insufficient absolute weight or insufficient relative weight to his health. 

Either claim would be difficult to establish. 

Luther weighed two interests: his interest in physical health and his interest in 

spiritual health. We have no grounds for supposing that he must have given too little 

absolute weight to his interest in health. Indeed, he might have considered his interest in 

health to be quite important. It is significant that Luther did not sacrifice his health for 

something of trivial value. Assuming that Luther was not prepared to sacrifice his health 

to attain some trivial end (e.g., admission to a fraternity), we have no good reason to 

suppose that he attached too little absolute weight to his interest in physical health. 

But perhaps Luther failed to give sufficient relative weight to his health. This 

would be the case if, for example, he attached too much importance to the state of his 

soul. That is, he might be mistaken in thinking that the soul is so much more important 

than the body. And this might result in a failure to give due consideration to his temporal 

interest in health. However, this does not seem to be the right way to conceive of Luther's 

mistake. The claim that the soul is more important than the body (or, alternatively, the 
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claim that moral/spiritual health is more important than physical health) seems plausible-

it is neither clearly false nor unreasonable. Luther's mistake does not seem to lie in the 

respective weights he gave to the body and the soul.'^ Rather'®, his mistake is that he 

believed that punishing his body was a means to perfecting his soul. 

It is instructive here to compare Luther's behavior to that of a person described by 

Jean Hampton in "Selflessness and the Loss of Self.Hampton tells the story of a 

homosexual who periodically solicited beatings from his lovers. She argues quite rightly 

that the homosexual's behavior was not self-respecting because he solicited the beatings 

following bouts of self-loathing. 

As Hampton describes the case, the homosexual did not abuse his body in order to 

fulfill some other perceived interest. Unlike Luther, he is not abusing his body to redeem 

himself Nor is he doing it for sexual pleasure. Nor is he attempting to assuage his guilt, 

for the beatings serve only to increase his self-loathing. From experience, he knows that 

the beatings are counterproductive, that they will increase rather than assuage self-

loathing. Yet, he continues to solicit beatings. The beatings seem to be a compulsive 

expression of and reinforcement of his self-hatred as well as public testimony to his 

worthlessness. That the beatings reinforce his self-loathing suggests that he recognizes 

that they are inappropriate; hence, by soliciting beatings he acts contrary to his best 

judgment. 

Unlike Luther, the homosexual knowingly does what is contrary to his best 

interest. He clearly wants and needs to be a different sort of person. We are not told 

exactly what he has done that triggers his self-loathing,'^ but that he is a man in great 
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torment cannot be denied. The beatings may temporarily distract his attention from his 

emotional pain, but this temporary relief comes at the price of increased self-loathing. He 

is caught in a vicious cycle: the action he takes in response to his self-loathing results in 

increased self-loathing to which he responds by soliciting yet more beatings. 

By soliciting beatings, he prevents himself from changing for the better; indeed, 

he seems to believe that he cannot redeem himself or worse - that he cannot be 

redeemed. Whether or not this unforgivable sin(s) is something in which he still indulges 

is not known. If the wrong he has done is in the past, he may feel that only a low-life 

would have done that in the first place. And he may doubt his ability to refrain from 

similar heinous acts in the future. On the other hand, if he repeatedly falls to temptation, 

he may sincerely believe that he cannot change. Or he may beat himself up emotionally 

precisely because he recognizes the need to change, but does not really want to do so. 

Abusing himself is thus not a means to self-improvement, but rather a way of expressing 

his self-hatred. 

Both Luther and the homosexual willingly submit their bodies to abuse. But there 

are significant differences between the two men. First, as argued above, Luther's 

behavior is consistent with his having respected his own capacity for judgment. By 

contrast, the homosexual exhibits a lack of respect for his own judgment, for, knowing 

that the beatings are counterproductive and feeling ashamed of himself for having 

solicited beatings, he takes no steps to prevent himself from acting on these impulses in 

the future. Second, Luther, unlike the homosexual, submits his body to abuse in order to 

anain some fiimre good for himself Specifically, he mortifies his flesh to perfect his 
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eternal soul. Whereas the homosexual seems bent on self-destruction, Luther seems to be 

intent on self-preservation. 

Finally, Hampton argues that the homosexual's preference for being beaten is not 

authentic (and hence, not self-respecting) because "its content... con£lict(s) with what is 

required to meet" his "objective needs as a human being"." Since his desire to be beaten 

springs from self-loathing, it cannot be authentic. Hence, fulfilling that desire is not an 

objective need. Moreover, fulfilling that desire is evidence that he has renounced or 

repudiated meeting his objective needs as a human being. The homosexual does not 

simply fail to meet certain of his objective needs; rather, he thwarts his objective needs 

purely to punish himself. The fact that he indulges this violent desire for punishment and 

that this desire springs from and reinforces self-loathing indicates that he lacks self-

respect, that his self-hatred prevents himself from seeing his own moral worth as a human 

being. 

Luther's zeal in confession and penance sets him apart from the rest of the 

novitiates. It might be thought that such zeal in punishing oneself must be at least 

partially attributable to self-hatred, self-contempt, or the like. There is no doubt that 

Luther grew increasingly fhistrated at his inability to meet the impossibly high standard 

he had set for himself. But fhistration is neither hatred nor contempt, though it may well 

sow the seeds for both. Had Luther continued to set impossible expectations for himself 

only to be continually frustrated, he may well have been unable to avoid despising both 

his weaknesses and himself 
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But in Luther's case, frustration did not transform itself into hatred or contempt. 

Two things seem to have saved him from self-hatred and self-contempt. First, Luther's 

response to his perceived shortcomings was not to throw up his hands in defeat, but rather 

to try harder. This is not the response of a person who thinks of himself as worthless, as 

a hopeless case.^' Second, he realized that he had set an impossible standard for himself, 

that his goal could not be achieved through his own efforts, that God's mercy could not 

be earned, but was freely given. 

Thus, it is not the case that Luther hated himself or thought that he was worthless. 

Admittedly, he did not have a particularly high opinion of himself. But this is consistent 

with his having recognized his own equal intrinsic worth with other persons. His low 

opinion of himself seems to have been relative to a divine standard. That is, it does not 

seem to have been the case that he thought himself to be unworthy of being treated well 

by other persons. Nor did he think of himself as being beyond the pale, outside the moral 

community. Rather, he believed that he was not worthy of God's mercy, for he had not 

succeeded in humbling himself suHiciently. Measured against the divine standard, he 

found himself coming up short again and again. Thus, Luther's devoted penance is not 

attributable to a belief that he was somehow inherently less worthy than others nor to an 

attitude of self-hatred or self-contempt. 

If the foregoing is correct, Luther's behavior is not attributable to a lack of self-

respect. First, his behavior seems consistent with his having a good grasp of his own 

intrinsic worth. True, Luther is in error, but his error does not concern his estimation of or 

understanding of his own worth; rather, it concerns his judgment that self-flagellation is. 
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at least for him, required to instill humility so that he will be worthy of God's mercy. 

Second, his behavior is not attributable to an attitudinal defect; it does not seem to be the 

case that Luther fails to prize his worth. As argued above, Luther's behavior is consistent 

with respecting both his interests and judgment. Had Luther failed to respect either his 

interests or judgment, that would have been evidence either of a cognitive or attitudinal 

defect. But since he seems to have valued his interests and judgment highly, there seem 

to be no grounds for denying that he prized his own worth. 

Still, there is the deep intuition that Luther did not respect himself Perhaps we 

should then consider what accounts for this intuition. Is it simply that we are wed to the 

view that self-flagellation cannot, under any circumstances, be consistent with self-

respect? Or is it rather that we suspect that Luther lost sight of his own intrinsic worth? 

It seems to me that both views lie behind our reluctance to say that Luther respects 

himself I shall address each of these concerns below, taking them in reverse order. 

Consider first the question of whether Luther's behavior is consistent with his 

having an appropriate sense of his own worth. What would it take to establish that 

Luther made either an attitudinal or fundamental cognitive error regarding his own 

worth? Had Luther detested himself, that would undermine the claim that his behavior 

was consistent with self-respect. But there is no conclusive evidence that Luther loathed 

himself Had Luther considered himself intrinsically less worthy than other human 

beings, that would suffice to establish a lack of self-respect, but, once again, there seems 

to be no evidence that Luther considered himself to be inherently less worthy of regard 

than other human beings.^^ 
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But none of this is sufficient to establish that Luther did respect himself, for we 

have not established that Luther had an adequate grasp of his own moral worth. Suppose 

that it is true that Luther considered himself to have the same value as anyone else. 

Suppose also that Luther believed that there are normative constraints on how persons are 

to be treated and that these constraints applied just as much to him as to anyone else. That 

would still not be sufficient for self-respect, for there are other ways in which a person 

could fail to appreciate his own moral worth. There are at least two ways in which 

someone with Luther's background might have gone wrong. First, he could be wrong 

about the nature of the value of persons. For instance, he might think that persons are 

devoid of value. Or he might think that persons are valuable only insofar as they meet 

minimal moral standards. Second, he might fail to make the appropriate connection 

between the value of persons and the normative constraints on how persons are to be 

treated. In particular, he might think that it is wrong to, e.g., rape persons simply because 

God's law forbids rape. Now, I do not know whether Luther made either of these 

mistakes, but it should be obvious that making either mistake is incompatible with having 

a proper appreciation of the worth of persons and, by extension, of one's own worth as a 

person. 

While closer investigation of Luther might show that he did fail to respect himself 

in one of these ways, to my knowledge there is no conclusive evidence either way. For 

all we know, Luther's behavior is consistent with self-respect. Moreover, should it turn 

out that Luther's flagellation was not consistent with self-respect, that would not suffice 

to show that self-flagellation is necessarily incompatible with self-respect. What is 
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needed to establish the necessity claim is an argument establishing that no reasonable 

person could behave in this way. That is, it would have to be shown that any person who 

behaved this way must either fail to respect his judgment or be mired in judgment-

warping self-hatred or self-contempt. The case of Luther highlights the complexities 

associated with judging what sorts of behaviors are compatible with self-respect. It 

suggests moreover that it would be difficult indeed to establish that anyone who 

participated in self-flagellation must lack self-respect.^^ 

Conclusion. 

I have argued that neither prostitution nor self-flagellation is necessarily 

incompatible with self-respect. Granted, prostitution is degrading. But to participate in a 

degrading act is not necessarily to degrade oneself. If a woman allows herself to be 

prostituted, but does not endorse or authorize the ways in which she is treated, then, 

although she is subjected to degradation, she does not degrade herself. So long as she 

does not accept others' low estimation of her worth - i.e., so long as she does not accept 

their behavior as her due- her unwilling participation is consistent with self-respect. Self-

flagellation typically is an act of self-degradation, but in Luther's case, it seems to have 

been an act of self-perfection rather than an act of self-degradation. 

This chapter concludes the general analysis of self-respect. According to that 

analysis, a self-respecting person: (a) believes that she is intrinsically valuable and that 

her intrinsic value is equal to that of all other persons, (b) understands the implications of 

her worth (in particular, she understands that her worth constrains the ways in which she 

may be treated), (c) prizes her worth and (d) behaves accordingly (her actions reflect an 
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understanding and awareness of her own worth). More specifically, the self-respecting 

person is true to herself, respects her interests and respects her judgment. 

In the next chapter, I consider the moral consequences of a lack of self-respect. 

The final chapter demonstrates the relevance of self-respect to social and political 

philosophy. 
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ENDNOTES 

' In "Self-Respect; Moral, Emotional, Political", Robin Dillon suggests that there are 
some behaviors that are necessarily incompatible with self-respect. She notes that 
recognition self-respect "involves recognizing and valuing oneself as a being with 
dignity, appreciating the moral constraints to which the dignity of persons gives rise, and 
living in light of this normative self-understanding" (229). A few paragraphs later, she 
writes: "So, the self-respecting person regards certain forms of thinking, feeling, desiring, 
and acting as befitting persons and regards other forms as degrading, and she expects 
herself (and other persons) to adhere to the former and avoid the latter" (230). The 
implication is that certain types of actions are incompatible with self-respect because they 
violate the moral constraints imposed by one's dignity. Unfortunately, Dillon does not 
specify what sorts of thinking, desires, and actions are an affront to one's dignity. 

~ She may also have dismissed her doubts on the grounds that she had few options. That 
is, she may have had no choice but to trust. In order to escape the hardships and perils of 
life on the streets, she had to trust someone. 

^ Though this might be the right explanation of the behavior of some women in Tanya's 
situation, it is inadequate as a general explanation, for it fails to take seriously the naivety 
of youth. 

^ A person who fails to respect her judgment in a particular instance may thereby put 
herself in a situation in which it will be exceptionally difficult for her to avoid degrading 
behaviors. 

^ Some women might well prefer death before dishonor. That is, it might be the case that 
for them prostitution is not a real option even when the alternative is their own or a loved 
one's death. A woman who held herself to such a high standard would betray herself 
were she to stoop to prostitution. Thus, her only self-respecting option would be death. 

^ I discovered recently that Joseph Kupfer makes a similar argument in "Prostitutes, 
Musicians, and Self-Respect", JoMr/ia/ of Social Philosophy, Vol. 26 No.3, Winter 1995, 
75-88. Kupfer argues that "prostitution demonstrates lack of self-respect by neglecting, 
and ceding to another, the potential of sex for self-definition" (76). By failing to respect 
this potential for self-definition, the prostitute fails to respect her autonomy and hence 
herself. However, Kupfer notes that "the coercive nature of an individual's 
circumstances can alter the moral character of what would otherwise be self-denigrating 
behavior" (87). Thus, the prostitute who "sells her sexuality" for "worthwhile ends" 
(Kupfer's examples are saving oneself or loved ones) does not degrade herself. 
Presumably, then, prostitutes in situations similar to Tanya's do not neglect the potential 
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of sex for self-definition. While they cede control of their sexuality to others, they do so 
only because they are in such dire circumstances. 

An interesting feature of Kupfer's view is that prostitution is degrading only in certain 
cultural contexts. In particular, what makes prostitution degrading in American society is 
that "contemporary American culture extols sexual interaction as a domain of intimacy, 
love and self-definition" (77). Kupfer claims that "for prostitution to be degrading, the 
culture in which it occurs must recognize sexuality as a domain of self-definition. We 
can't show ourselves disrespect by neglecting an ability unless we grasp its potential" 
(76). The cultural understanding of sexuality was vastly different in ancient societies. 
Kupfer notes that in Ancient Babylon temple prostitution was taken to be a "valuable 
social service" (77). He also notes that a society in which "passing fi-om one sexual 
cohort to another was as unremarkable as changing square dance partners, prostitution 
would probably be trivial or barely viable" (77). 

One problem with this way of thinking about prostitution is that it makes the 
wrongness of prostitution depend on the culture's perception of sexuality. Granted, in a 
culture in which sexuality is recognized as a domain of self-definition, prostitution may 
be especially degrading. Kupfer notes that there is evidence that many men who frequent 
prostitutes do so because they want to dominate someone else. And this may help explain 
why prostitutes feel so degraded. It may be that in ancient societies, prostitution was not 
seen as an opportunity to dominate the temple prostitutes. But this probably had more to 
do with the way in which sexuality was incorporated into religious practices than with the 
bare fact that such societies did not recognize the potential of sex for self-definition. 

' Admittedly, prostimtion tends to erode one's self-respect. Even a person who complied 
only under extreme duress might find herself unable after a time to continue to believe in 
her own equal moral worth. She might come to believe that there is something wrong 
with her; that is, she might take the treatment to which her clients subject her to be 
indicative of her inherent unworthiness. The danger of her self-respect eroding increases 
the longer she is trapped in prostitution. 

Lest anyone doubt that vulnerable young women are coerced into prostitution, a 
particularly chilling example was reported a few months ago in The Arizona Republic. A 
Phoenix mother was arrested for having prostituted her nine-year-old daughter. The 
mother had supported her drug habit by prostituting herself, but had been unable to 
prostitute herself since losing her looks. 

^ Consider a woman who prostitutes herself simply to make money. Although she could 
earn money some other way, her options are limited by her lack of education. Still, there 
are legitimate, non-degrading ways that she could make money. But those ways involve 
too much work for her tastes, so she prostitutes herself. She may think the financial gain 
is worth the degradation or she may not consider prostitution degrading. In neither case 
does she have a compelling reason for allowing herself to be treated as a means. Unlike 
Tanya, she not only participates in a degrading act, but also degrades herself by doing so. 
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^ This suggests a connection between self-esteem and self-respect. While a person may 
lack a certain degree of self-esteem without lacking a corresponding degree of self-
respect, a person who hates himself or finds himself contemptible cannot retain his self-
respect. To the extent that he cloaks himself in self-hatred and self-contempt, he caimot 
fully appreciate his status as a moral equal. That is, his self-hatred eclipses his real 
worth. 

Luther lived an ascetic lifestyle. He also engaged in fasting. Fasting and asceticism are 
still practiced in Christian circles, though less commonly than in Luther's day. 

" This is my interpretation of Luther's behavior. Both Heiko Obermann and Richard 
Marius emphasize the fact that Luther accepted the medieval theology of humility. 
According to this theology, accepting God's assessment of one's own worth was a 
precondition for attaining God's mercy. In Martin Luther: The Christian Between God 
and Death (Cambridge, Massachusetts; The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
1999), Richard Marius points out that this level of humility "is not continuously possible 
for anyone of honest and sound mind" (200). Referring to Luther's practice of fasting 
and his "obsession" with confessions, Marius writes: "We may see in these rigors an 
effort to create within himself certainty that he had fallen to a level of abnegation 
sufficient to allow him to claim the mercy of God"(201). Self-abnegation, then, was a 
route to true humility; by achieving true humility, the sinner appeased God. 

Marius quotes from one of Luther's early sermons: "When the penitent most 
purely dislikes himself in everything that he does, and is truly mmed around to God and 
completely recognizes guilt and trusts in God with the heart, by inner detestation he 
chews and punishes himself, and because of that very same thing, he satisfies God" 
(Marius, 200). I take these words with a grain of salt. Reformation era writers tended to 
indulge in melodrama. But even if Luther thought detesting himself (not merely his 
actions) was required for inner humility, he seems never to have reached that state. 
Marius remarks that Luther's pride and rebellion against this stricture welled up 
periodically. 

This might be true even if self-flagellation were not required as penance for the faults 
Luther took himself to have. My take on Luther is that he engaged in self-flagellation 
when it was not deemed necessary by Catholic doctrine. His fellow priests were 
dismayed by Luther's apparent obsession. I say apparent obsession because it is not clear 
to me that Luther's behavior was the product of an obsession (in the strictest sense). 

Moreover, the monastic lifestyle required not just separation from the world, but 
"turning away from the world and mming ascetically toward God" (Oberman, Heiko A. 
Luther: Man between God and the Devil, Yale University Press, 1989, p. 127). Oberman 
continues: "What conversion meant in practice was explained very clearly to the 
candidate during his first questioning by the prior: killing off one's own will, meager 
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meals, coarse clothing, hard work during the day, keeping vigil during the night, 
chastising the flesh, self-mortification by begging, extensive fasting, and an uneventful 
monastic life in one place. Only when the aspirant said yes to all of this was he admitted 
to the novitiate" (127). Oberman speculates that Luther entered the monastery seeking 
the merciful God. 

'•* In this respect, he resembles Socrates. 

After all, consider that Socrates gave much greater weight to the soul than the body. 
Many of us still do- those of us who believe in the soul, that is. We could translate this 
concern for the soul into modem terms (say, a concern for character, for integrity, for 
living well). 

He might have been mistaken about the relative weights, but that mistake alone would 
not have accounted for his behavior. His behavior is explained by the conjunction of two 
beliefs: (a) the soul is vastly more important than the body and (b) sacrificing the body is 
a means to preserving the soul. 

'' Hampton, Jean. "Selflessness and the Loss of Self. The story occurs on page 152. 

Hampton tells us his self-loathing was a response to his having "committed a number 
of cruel deeds over the years" (152). 

[bid., p. 152. 

There is a big difference between despising one's weaknesses and despising oneself. 
The first does not entail the second. Also, where one has hope, one is motivated to 
overcome one's weaknesses. 

Of course, someone might have the attitude that he has no choice but to "die trying", 
despite the unlikelihood of success. 

" There seems to be some evidence that Luther thought himself to be less deserving of 
mercy than others, but it is not clear whether he took himself to be defective or whether 
he thought that he was less deserving because of the gravity of his sins. 

-- Indeed, consider a revised version of the Apology. Suppose that Socrates' alternatives 
had been (a) self-flagellation, (b) imprisonment, or (c) exile. We know that Socrates 
rejected imprisonment and exile on the grounds that they would preclude his living justly; 
hence, they were incompatible with being true to and respecting himself The only option 
remaining is that Socrates engage in self-flagellation. Either one says that self-
flagellation is incompatible with self-respect (thus, whatever Socrates does, he fails to 
respect himself) or one says that self-flagellation can be self-respecting. 
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5. MORAL CORRUPTION 

In his novel Pere Goriot\ Honore de Balzac paints a striking portrait of a father, 

Goriot, who devotes his life to his daughters, Anastasie and Delphine. Although Goriot's 

daughters marry wealthy men, both daughters are extravagant. Whenever they need 

money for some expense that they must hide from their husbands, they come to Goriot 

who is always willing to help. Neither daughter shows much respect for her father: 

Goriot voluntarily stays away from his daughters' homes, for his sons-in-law do not 

welcome him and his daughters seem somewhat embarrassed by his presence. The 

daughters do visit their father on occasion; usually, they come to him when they are in 

financial trouble. Initially, he moves into a smaller room at his boarding house and gives 

up his small luxuries. Then, he begins to sell off his valuables one by one. He even sells 

his securities and a portion of his life annuity to finance his daughters. In the end, Goriot, 

having impoverished himself for his daughters, lies dying, calling for them to visit him. 

Two young students pay for his burial, thus preventing him from being buried in a 

pauper's grave. 

Goriot's story illustrates that deficiencies of self-respect can create serious moral 

problems within relationships. His lack of self-respect is exhibited in his willingness to 

go to extreme lengths to please his daughters. As a result, both he and his daughters are 

corrupted in morally significant ways. Goriot realizes that his daughters are being 

corrupted; rather than take steps to reverse the process, he continues to grant their every 

wish. His fear of alienating his daughters renders him temptingly easy to exploit. His 
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daughters recognize that he is acutely vulnerable to them. Rather than restrain 

themselves, they mercilessly exploit him. Goriot himself has been so corrupted that he 

fully cooperates in his own exploitation. 

Goriot's response to his daughters' behavior raises another moral concern. His 

sole concern is to please them. At times, he is ashamed of his behavior, but he pushes 

aside the shame rather than displease his daughters. His excessive concern with pleasing 

his daughters raises the danger that he will trample others' interests in order to satisfy his 

daughters' needs and wants. The worry is that his lack of self-respect will translate into a 

lack of respect for others, that he will fail to respect the legitimate interests of others 

when doing so conflicts with pleasing his daughters. This suggests that self-respect and 

respect for others may be intimately connected. In the latter half of this chapter, I explore 

the complex connection between self-respect and respect for others in some detail. 

Although a lack of self-respect does not entail a lack of respect for others, there is a very 

real danger that persons who are deficient in self-respect will fail to protect the interests 

of others. Moreover, a person who is seriously deficient in self-respect may be used by 

others to promote immoral ends. 
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Go riot. 

Goriot behaved as he thought a father should behave; in his opinion, no father 

worth the name can be happy while his children suffer. Although it is natural and quite 

proper for parents to be concerned about their children's happiness, Goriot's concern 

borders on the obsessive. He finds his happiness in his daughters; their happiness is both 

necessary and sufficient for his own happiness. He tells Eduardo, a fellow boarder who is 

horrified by Goriot's penury, that he is happy so long as his children are happy: 

"My life is in my two daughters. So long as they enjoy themselves and are happy 

and smartly dressed, and have carpets to walk on, what does it matter what rags I 

wear, or the sort of place I sleep in? I'm not cold so long as they're warm ... I'm 

distressed only when they're distressed".* 

A self-respecting person respects his judgment and his own interests, but Goriot 

respected neither his interests nor his judgment. When it came to his relationship with 

his daughters, Goriot neither advanced nor protected his own interests. He gave each of 

his daughters a generous dowry, leaving relatively little for himself. When it became 

clear that his daughters and sons-in-law were embarrassed by his occupation, he sold his 

business. This was particularly tragic inasmuch as business was his one competence. He 

willingly fulfilled his daughters' wants at the cost of providing adequately for his own 

needs; the result was that he ruined himself financially and physically, all for the sake of 

providing his daughters with every little luxury their hearts desired. 

That Goriot's behavior is ultimately explained by a lack of respect for his interests 
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is clear. He believed that his interests were less important than his daughters' interests -

simply because they were his interests. In his eyes, his own interests were not important 

because he was fundamentally inferior to his daughters. De Balzac tells us that Goriot 

"put his daughters on a level with the angels ... far above himselfAll that mattered was 

that his daughters' wishes be fulfilled. He cared not that fulfilling his daughters' wants 

carried such a hefty price tag; even his most basic needs (e.g., for food, clothing, shelter, 

etc.) counted not a whit when set against his daughters' wants. Their pleasure and 

satisfaction were worth the greatest of sacrifices. 

Goriot also exhibited a lack of respect for his own judgment. He was aware that 

his daughters were taking advantage of him, yet he could not bear to initiate change, for 

he feared that he would never see his daughters again were he to put limits on what he 

would do for them. He recognized that putting himself at their beck and call had been 

good for no one, yet he could not muster the will to act on this recognition. Quite simply, 

he lacked the courage of his convictions. He allowed his desire to please his daughters to 

override his judgment: in so doing, he failed to respect his judgment. On his deathbed, 

he ruefully acknowledged his errors: 

"I've lived to be insulted and humiliated. 1 loved them so much that I swallowed 

all the outrages; I had to. That was the price 1 had to pay for the little shamefaced 

joy they allowed me"^. 



I l l  

The Corruption of Anastasie and Delphine 

Goriot's behavior fosters an unhealthy relationship. Largely as a result of his 

behavior, Anastasie and Delphine develop into self-centered, rash, irresponsible, 

manipulative and exploitative adults. Given that his behavior is explained by a lack of 

self-respect, their moral corruption is at least partly^ attributable to his lack of self-respect. 

Goriot was so concerned with pleasing his daughters that he neglected to concern 

himself with their well-being. A good father, in his eyes, was one who personally saw to 

it that his children were happy, who protected them not only from harm, but also from 

disappointment and unhappiness - even if that meant significant personal sacrifice. 

Rather than teach his daughters to be independent and to take responsibility for their 

actions, he encouraged them to depend on him. From childhood on, he indulged them. 

Neither of his daughters seems to have developed a habit of thinking before she acted; 

instead, each acted heedlessly on her desires and whims, assuming rather naively that 

everything would work out. When they encountered problems, when something went 

awry, their first instinct was to turn to Daddy; from experience, they knew that Daddy 

would bail them out. And Daddy always obliged. 

Had Goriot been a little less eager to rescue Delphine and Anastasie, they might have 

learned to act responsibly, for they would have had to bear the consequences of their own 

folly. Presumably, this would also have encouraged them to practice prudence. Instead 

of encouraging his daughters to take responsibility for their own actions, Goriot 

reinforced their irresponsible tendencies by bailing them out at great cost to himself and 
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by refusing to blame them for the scrapes they got into. As a result, they never developed 

the habits of responsibility and self-reliance. Nor did they experience the satisfaction that 

comes from learning to face life head-on. Instead, their lives consisted of a series of 

crises, crises that could have been averted had they shown a minimum of self-restraint 

and forethought. 

The extent to which Anastasie and Delphine were unwilling to take responsibility for 

their own actions is remarkable. They never admitted to having acted foolishly; rather 

than focus on their own behavior, they blamed their problems on the failures of others. 

For instance, Anastasie wanted to pay off the debts of her lover so that he would be 

spared debtors' prison. Since she had no money, she pawned the family diamonds her 

husband had given her. When her husband discovered what she had done, she ran to 

Goriot and asked him for the 12,000 francs she needed to redeem the diamonds. Although 

she admitted to having "disposed of what did not belong to me", she was not willing to 

accept the consequences of her behavior, instead, she ranted about what a monster her 

husband was, then begged her father for the money. 

Goriot's response to Anastasie's tirade is striking. He does not seem at all 

concerned that she has stolen the family diamonds. Rather than chastise her for stealing, 

he tries to shift responsibility to her husband; had her husband been more generous, she 

would not have had to pawn the diamonds. Had he been more loving, he would not have 

used the occasion to try to force Anastasie to sign over control of her assets. Nor would 

he have threatened to turn her children against her. It is perhaps understandable that 
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Goriot's primary concern was to procure the money needed to redeem the diamonds. He 

needed to act and act quickly if he hoped to avert disaster. The need for timely action 

would explain a failure to reproach Anastasie when she first told him of her trouble. But 

it does not explain his failure to reproach her after he procured the money. Nor does it 

explain his attempt to shift the responsibility for her troubles to her husband. Goriot had 

a perfect opportunity to encourage Anastasie to take responsibility for herself; for 

instance, he could have made her sign a legal document promising to repay the money 

she borrowed from him. Instead, he turned a blind eye to her stupidity and berated her 

husband, thus reinforcing her tendency not to admit fault. 

Neither Anastasie nor Delphine was content with her life. This is not surprising 

given that they were as little able as children to cope with their affairs. Like children, 

they were unable to (a) distinguish their real interests from mere wants and (b) deny 

themselves in view of their own future good. Indeed, they paid little attention to the 

possible consequences of their actions. Goriot managed to rescue them from most of the 

ill effects of their imprudence, but in the end, he was unable to prevent the natural 

consequences of their folly from falling on their own heads. Both Anastasie and 

Delphine were forced to sign over control of their dowries to their husbands. In 

Anastasie's case, this was a direct consequence of her own behavior; her husband was so 

fed up with her shenanigans that he determined to control her. 

In addition to imprudence and an unwillingness to take responsibility for their 

own lives, Anastasie and Delphine exhibited more serious character flaws. Both were 
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markedly self-centered, exhibiting little concern for the well-being of others. Moreover, 

they were guilty of exploiting their father, for they took advantage of his inability to deny 

them the things for which they asked. Finally, both daughters exhibited indifference to 

the morality of their own behavior; their willful blindness to their own faults was an 

outgrowth of their unwillingness to accept responsibility for their own behavior. 

Goriot encouraged his daughters to be self-centered. He worshiped them and they 

knew it. He taught them that his interests and his well-being were not important; he was 

willing to sacrifice his physical needs, his health and his comfort in order to provide them 

with the money they needed to pay off their lovers' gambling debts or to buy a new dress. 

By constantly and uncomplainingly putting their rather trivial wants above his basic 

needs and by blaming others for failing to make similar sacrifices, he encouraged his 

daughters to believe not only that they were the center of his universe, but also that they 

ought of right to be the center of others' universes. 

The extent of their self-centeredness is manifested in their lack of concern for their 

father's health, even as the evidence that he is seriously ill becomes undeniable. While 

her father lies desperately ill, Delphine insists on going to a ball, arguing that he is really 

not that ill. Hours after the ball, informed that her father has taken a turn for the worse, 

she expresses reluctance to see him; she has caught a cold - perhaps even pneumonia-

from the ball. That she is more concerned about herself than about her own father is 

clear; she only agrees to go see her father because she cannot "bear" her lover, Eugene, to 
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think badly of her. Moreover, in the very act of agreeing to visit her father, she tries to 

diven attention to her own state of health. She tells Eugene: 

"IMl do what you ask, though I know he'd die of grief if I developed a fatal illness as 
a result of going out. But I will come, as soon as the doctor has been"^. 

For her part, Anastasie continues to make demands on her father in the face of his 

illness. Rather than spare her father the knowledge of her latest crisis, she comes to him 

in tears when her husband discovers that she has pawned the family diamonds. And she 

has the gall to ask him to pawn his last remaining valuables (a few silver forks and 

spoons) so that she can pay for her ball gown. Her worst behavior is overtly exploitative; 

She goes to beg money off her father only to discover that Delphine is visiting. After 

arguing ferociously with Delphine, she storms out of her father's room only to return 

moments later meekly begging forgiveness. DeBalzac makes it clear that her apology is 

insincere; she returns to apologize only because she realizes that in her fiiry she had 

forgotten to get her father to endorse the check authorizing her to receive funds from his 

account. 

Goriot's subservience toward his daughters has encouraged them to take 

advantage of him. He never reproaches them for trampling all over his interests. By 

rushing to fulfill their every desire, he sends the message that his interests do not count. 

His inability or unwillingness to displease his daughters has left him extremely 

vulnerable. His daughters exploit this weakness, milking him for all he is worth. They 

treat him as if he were there simply to serve their purposes. By putting himself so 
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unreservedly at their service, Goriot implicitly tells them that such treatment is 

permissible, that he is not worthy of better treatment. 

By refusing to allow his daughters to bear the consequences of their own behavior 

and by shifting the blame for their folly and immorality to others, Goriot reinforces his 

daughters' blindness to their own faults. That Delphine is willfully blind to her own 

faults is evident in her response to guilt; when it seems that she must recognize the 

wrongness of her own behavior, she suppresses her guilt by conveniently drawing 

attention to her sister's behavior. If her father has sacrificed for her sake, it is not because 

she asked him to; unlike Anastasie, she did not go begging and scraping to her father. 

Anastasie seems almost conscienceless. Although she exhibits some remorse when she 

arrives at her father's bedside moments after his death, she immediately begins to lament 

the effect her father's passing will have on her own life: 

"Oh, Father forgive me! ... This is horrible. No one on earth except you will ever 
bless me from now on. Everybody hates me; you are the only one who loves 
me"'. 

Finally, the respects in which Anastasie and Delphine have been corrupted 

undermine their ability to have good relationships with others. They do not seem to have 

any conception of what a healthy relationship is like. Their relationship with their father 

is characterized by a massive failure of reciprocity. He makes great sacrifices for their 

sake; they repay his sacrifice by making yet more demands on him. They not only expect 

him to sacrifice for their sakes, but they also seem to think that Goriot's behavior is 

normal. To love is to lose oneself in the other, to subordinate one's interests wholesale to 
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the interests and wants of the beloved. Indeed, they treat their lovers in much the same 

way as Goriot treats them; although their behavior is less extreme than their father's, they 

are a little too concerned about pleasing their lovers. Both allowed their lovers to take 

advantage of them; they were exceedingly eager to support their lovers financially. 

Indeed, Anastasie stole the family diamonds in order to save her lover from debtors' 

prison. The daughters also turned a blind eye to their lovers' indiscretions. Their 

relationships with their husbands stand in stark contrast to their relationships with their 

lovers. While they would do just about anything for their lovers, they treat their husbands 

abominably; granted, their husbands are harsh, but their selfishness and lack of 

consideration for their husbands has turned their husbands against them. 

Anastasie and Delphine not only learn to treat Goriot unfairly, but also learn to 

treat others unfairly as well. Goriot teaches them that it is permissible to take advantage 

of him, that their every whim takes precedence of his needs. By word and deed, he 

encourages them to believe that they are fundamentally superior to others. Having 

learned these lessons well, it is unlikely that his daughters will observe restraint in their 

dealings with others; they will take whatever others will give. More generally, having 

been taught to think that they are superior to others, they are likely to deem others' 

interests and needs unimportant. Thus, they are both unlikely to help others in distress 

and likely to run rough-shod over others when doing so will enable them to satisfy some 

pressing desire. 
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Goriot's Corruption 

Goriot's pattern of behavior also resulted in his own moral corruption. Even 

though he was ashamed of his own behavior, he did not heed the warning of his 

conscience. He knew that his behavior was degrading. Moreover, he recognized that he 

was encouraging his daughters in their vices. By continuing to accept the servile role he 

had adopted, he acted against his conscience. His corruption was so thorough that he not 

only allowed, but also encouraged his daughters to exploit him. In so doing, he made 

himself an accomplice to their immorality; he allowed himself to be used as a conduit of 

immorality. He could have stopped them from exploiting him, but he chose not to, 

because he cared more about pleasing his daughters than about preventing them from 

acting immorally. By gratifying their every request, he encouraged his daughters to 

exploit him; he gave and gave to them so that they would continue to visit him. He was 

willing to debase himself in exchange for a few crumbs (in the form of the occasional 

show of affection) from his daughters. 

Goriot's corruption is a direct consequence of his failure to respect himself. 

When it comes to his relationship with his daughters, he fails to defend his own interests. 

His willingness to sacrifice for his daughters is attributable to two factors: First, he has a 

distorted picture of the role of a parent. He believes that a good father prevents harm -

even disappointment- from falling on his children. A good father makes whatever 

sacrifices are necessary to ensure that his children are happy. Thus, in his eyes, being a 

good father requires putting one's children first; it is only if the children are happy and 
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satisfied that the father has a right to think of himself. Given the circumstances (his 

children's lives are a mess), being a good father prevents him from protecting his own 

interests. When he thinks that he will be unable to provide Anastasie with the money she 

needs to redeem the diamonds, he paces about, tearing at his hair, berating himself 

fiercely for his failures as a father. Second, he is so obsessed with his daughters that he is 

willing to pay any price so long as he can continue to have contact with them; his 

obsession is at least partly attributable to his deep-seated belief that he is fundamentally 

inferior to his daughters. 

Despite his warped beliefs about how to be a good father and despite his 

obsession with his daughters, Goriot eventually comes to see that his relationship with his 

daughters is morally perverse. He seems to have known for a long time that his daughters 

were taking advantage of him and that he was encouraging them to do so. On his 

deathbed, he notes that their reluctance to come see him is "a fitting end to the way 

they've treated me over the last ten years"*. He admits to having recognized early in his 

daughters' marriages that they were attentive to him because he had money. And he 

openly acknowledges that he has for years debased himself for them: 

"Ever since the day when their eyes stopped shining on me, it's been winter to me 

here. 1 have had nothing but grief upon grief to feed on; and I've fed on it. I've 

lived to be humiliated and insulted. I loved them so much that I swallowed all the 

outrages. 1 had to. That was the price I had to pay for the little shamefaced joy 

they allowed me""*. 
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Despite his knowledge that he was encouraging his daughters in their vices, 

despite his shame at continuing to debase himself for them, he could not bring himself to 

change. For at least ten years, he has known that his deference to his daughters is having 

undesirable results. And he has known that he is treating himself abominably. Once he 

recognized that he had taken the wrong strategy with his daughters, that he was harming 

himself as well as them, he should have changed his behavior. Yet, he did not even 

attempt to change. He was so afraid of alienating his daughters that he continued to allow 

them to trample him underfoot. 

Goriot lacked the moral courage to heed his judgment. Perhaps he had always 

had cowardly tendencies. Each time he complied with his daughters' wishes, he 

confirmed their expectations and reinforced their tendency to equate love with a 

willingness to debase oneself By reinforcing their behavior, he made it that much 

harder to deny them in the future. Although it would have been difficult for him to 

change, he could have at least made incremental changes. He may have told himself that 

it would be too hard to change now and that it was too late. But given that these were his 

children and given that he was largely responsible for having turned them into moral 

monsters, he had a responsibility to try to remedy the relationship. If he was unwilling to 

change the relationship for his own benefit, he should at least have tried for his daughters' 

benefit. It may have been too late to effect a significant change in his daughters' 

characters, but had he consistently resisted his daughters' efforts to take advantage of him. 

he could have effected some change in their behavior. He failed to change his behavior 
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primarily because he wanted to retain his daughters' love; he was not willing to pay the 

price of temporary (perhaps permanent) distance between himself and his daughters. In 

so doing, he failed both himself and the daughters whom he claimed to love so much. 
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Self-Respect and Respect for Others 

We have seen the corruption that can result from a lack of self-respect. Goriot's 

failure to treat himself with respect fostered a twisted relationship with his daughters and 

resulted in his own and their moral corruption. His excessive concern with pleasing his 

daughters rendered him defenseless against their exploitative tendencies. He preferred 

being used to having no relationship at all. As a result, his daughters respected him 

neither as a person nor as a father. 

Goriot's story also illustrates the connection between how a person treats himself 

and how others are apt to treat him. The person who does not take his own interests and 

judgment seriously makes himself an all-too-attractive target for exploitation: Goriot's 

daughters were able to exploit him precisely because he refused to defend his interests.'" 

As Goriot's story makes clear, a person who lacks self-respect is acutely 

vulnerable to exploitation. But the very same features that render a person vulnerable to 

exploitation may also lead him to treat others with disrespect. In what follows, I explore 

the connections between self-respect and respect for others. I argue that a lack of self-

respect is sometimes the root of a person's lack of respect for the legitimate interests of 

others. 

I begin by looking at the Milgram experiments, for they provide a relatively 

simple example of the connection self-respect and respect for others. I then return to the 

story of Goriot to illustrate how complex the relationship between self-respect and respect 

for others can be. Finally, I note briefly that self-respect does not always result in respect 
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for others; a number of moral defects can lead a person to treat others with disrespect. 

Nonetheless, we have very good moral reason to be concerned about self-respect. 
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The Milgram Experiments 

The atrocities committed in Nazi Germany were made possible in part by the 

silent cooperation and obedience of the German people. After the war, German career 

soldiers, many of whom were not Nazis, sought to defend their actions by claiming that 

they had to obey their superiors. At least some of them sincerely believed this. In the 

1960's, Stanley Milgram headed a team of researchers that sought to discover the extent 

to which this mindset prevailed amongst ordinary Americans. In his book Obedience to 

Authority^ \ he detailed the results of his experiments. To his dismay, he found that 

Americans were much more apt to obey authority unquestioningly than he had thought. 

Subsequently, the experiments were repeated in other countries with similar results. 

Milgram's subjects, the "teachers", were brought to a room. They were shown a 

mechanical device that they were told generated electric shocks. Voltage was marked off 

on the meter in I5-volt increments, culminating at 450v. At a certain voltage mark, a 

sign was posted reading "Danger- Severe Shock". However, the teachers were assured by 

the experimenter that the shocks were not life-threatening. 

Each subject was told that his job was to teach word-pairs to the learner. The 

learner was stationed in a separate room, sitting behind a window that faced the teacher. 

Thus, the teachers were able to see the learners throughout the experiment. The teacher 

was told to give the leamer an electric shock whenever the learner made a mistake. 

Voltage was to increase by I5v with each mistake. Unbeknownst to the teacher, the 

leamer was an actor hired by the experimenters. As the voltage from the "shocks" 
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increased, the learner was heard first to moan, then scream in pain. At ISOv, the learner 

demanded to be released. At 285v, he emitted an "agonizing scream". In addition, the 

learner made it known that he had a heart condition and complained that the shocks were 

killing him. 

No teacher refused to participate in the experiment. Once the learner began to 

exhibit signs of pain, some teachers refused to continue the experiment. But a surprising 

number continued to administer shocks as the learner writhed in pain. Nearly two-thirds 

of the teachers administered shocks of450 volts. 

The Milgram experiments are striking in a number of respects. First, ordinary 

people, when put in a situation in which an expert whom they viewed as an authority 

figure was present, did things (viz., administered shocks to innocent people) that they 

would never have done in other contexts. Second, they complied with the experimenter's 

instructions even though they knew there would be no personal consequences should they 

reftise to continue the experiment. They were in no way threatened. Nor was payment 

conditional upon completing the experiment. Although many seemed troubled by the 

learner's pain and expressed doubts about the wisdom of continuing the experiment, all it 

took for them to continue was to be reassured that the shocks were not life-threatening 

and/or to be told that the experiment must continue. Third, in interviews after the 

experiment's conclusion, the teachers were asked why they had continued to administer 

shocks when the learner was obviously in pain. Most of the teachers who continued with 

the experiment to the highest voltage level attempted to shift responsibility for their 
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actions onto the experimenter or the learner, allocating little or no responsibility to 

themselves.'" By contrast, those who flatly refused to continue at some point during the 

experiment tended to accept responsibility for their actions and were horrified at the 

extent to which they had cooperated with the experimenter. 

It is no accident that those who completed the experiment tended to abjure 

responsibility. Lacking the courage to follow their hearts, yet needing to believe in their 

own goodness, they blamed the experimenters, sometimes even the learners, for their 

actions. Some seem to have sincerely believed that they were not responsible, but others 

simply preferred to see themselves as helpless pawns. Admitting their own responsibility 

would have meant revising their opinions of themselves. And this they would not do. 

Like Goriot, the teachers who cooperated fiilly with the experiment lacked 

sufficient respect for themselves to follow their own judgments. When faced with a 

situation in which following their own judgment required standing up to an authority 

figure, they found themselves unable to act in accordance with their moral convictions. 

Their cowardice in circumstances where there would have been no personal consequences 

was not only abominable, but also illustrates the extent to which a lack of respect for 

oneself can lead persons to treat others with disrespect. They did not have sufficient 

respect for the learners or themselves to quit the experiment. Indeed, their lack of respect 

for themselves explains their failure to treat the learners respectfully. 
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Goriot 

Goriot's story illustrates that the relationship between self-respect and respect for 

others is not always so straightforward. Goriot idolizes his daughters. His efforts to 

please them know virtually no limits; He impoverishes himself and ruins his health in 

order to assist his daughters. In return for his sacrifices, he gets a brief display of 

gratitude, e.g., a hug or a kiss. Having indulged his daughters for years, he eventually 

comes to recognize that he is being taken advantage of. Yet he is unwilling to alter his 

behavior. His joy in their pleasure is mixed with shame, presumably the shame of having 

debased himself once again for an insincere display of affection and/or the shame of not 

following his better judgment. 

Goriot clearly does not respect himself But does his lack of self-respect translate 

into a lack of respect for others? Here, the answer is not completely clear. On his 

deathbed, Goriot heaps verbal abuse on himself for having corrupted his daughters. He 

openly acknowledges that they care only for themselves and that they have ignored his 

legitimate interests. He realizes that his daughters are not exempt from the dictates of 

morality; they too are morally obliged to take others' interests into consideration.'^ His 

vehement response to their moral corruption indicates that he passionately believes that 

others' interests count too. One gets the impression that he is not the sort of person who 

could easily and freely (without remorse) trample on another's interests. If anything, he 

has trouble defending his own interests. 

But things are not so simple, for there are a number of complicating factors. 
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Goriot's inability to defend his own interests seems to be confined to his relationship with 

his daughters. Indeed, when his daughters were young, a fellow merchant falsely reported 

that Delphine had been struck by a carriage. Goriot immediately ran out only to discover 

that the report was a hoax. Years later, the very same merchant was in a vulnerable 

financial position and Goriot took the opportunity to force him into bankruptcy. 

Although we are not told why he took his revenge, presumably his resentment and anger 

were at least partly attributable to the merchant's having played on his feelings for his 

daughters in order to gain a financial advantage. Clearly, Goriot resented the 

unnecessary suffering he endured in those minutes when he believed that his daughter 

had been gravely injured. This example shows that Goriot is quite capable of responding 

forcefully when he feels that he has been wronged. Thus, we should not conclude from 

Goriot's extreme deference to his daughters that he would never mistreat others in order 

to advance his own interests.'^ Moreover, we have already seen that Goriot lacks the will 

to deny his daughters. This raises the danger that he might treat others unfairly in order 

to finance his daughters. 

The question regarding Goriot is just how far he will go to please his daughters. 

He is obsessed enough with them that he continues to defer to them even though he feels 

shame at his behavior. But would he impose such sacrifices on others? Would he use 

others as means to his daughters' ends? The evidence is mixed. On the one hand, he 

resents those who do not defer to his daughters. For instance, the maid who refuses to 

risk her own money to pay for Anastasie's new ball gown is an ungrateful chit. On the 
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other hand, his anger at the maid and others who refuse to defer to his daughters may be a 

reflection of his fhistration at his own helplessness, for at this point in time, his resources 

have been almost completely depleted. At one point, Goriot, in desperation, entertains 

the idea of stealing the money that Anastasie needs; he immediately rejects this option 

only because there is not time even to steal the money (the banks are closed for the day). 

Whether he is truly willing to steal to save his daughters or whether his musings are an 

idle threat, borne of desperation, is unclear. 

Moreover, Goriot's lack of self-respect is not the only factor at work. We must 

also take into account his rather peculiar picture of the good father. As he sees it, a 

father's job is to make life smooth for his children. A father who cannot or will not do 

this is not worthy of being called a father. Goriot's commitment to being a good father-

as he conceives of a good father- reinforces his tendency not to treat himself with respect; 

however, given his conception of the good father, he might well be more inclined to 

respect others than himself. In particular, he might be reluctant to exploit others for his 

daughters' benefit. 

There are two independent factors at work here that contribute to Goriot's 

behavior. The first is that he believes he is worth less than his daughters and that their 

pleasure is more important than his well-being. The second is his belief that a good 

father is one who invests himself in his children, who makes life run smoothly for them-

whatever the personal cost. 

While the first factor and the concomitant belief that his daughters are superior to 
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everyone else might lead Goriot to treat others in a disrespectful fashion or to view others 

as less worthy than his daughters, the second factor might act as a corrective. For Goriot, 

being a good father might require great personal sacrifice, but it does not necessarily 

require that one impose sacrifices on others for the sake of one's children. In fact, there 

might be some odd notion at work here that one who puts the burden on others instead of 

shouldering them himself is not a good father, for a good father shoulders his children's 

burdens himself He does not simply pass the buck. At any rate, Goriot would probably 

derive greater pleasure from helping his daughters with his own resources than from 

using others' resources, for in the former case, it is his aid that saves them. 

We have seen that a person's deficiency in self-respect, whether global (as with 

the Milgram subjects) or confmed to intimates (Goriot), may affect how he treats others. 

The participants in the Milgram experiment lacked the courage to stand up to an 

experimenter even though they (a) had no previous acquaintance with the experimenter, 

(b) knew that they would suffer no consequences for quitting the experiment, and (c) 

were troubled by the learner's "obvious" pain. Goriot's subservient attitude toward his 

daughters and overarching desire to please them came at a great cost to himself and to his 

daughters, but could have proved costly for others as well. That it did not is partly 

attributable to the fact that in the end his resources were sufficient and perhaps also to a 

belief that a good father was one who personally shouldered his children's burdens. In 

the case of Goriot, the danger to others is not actualized. A deficiency of self-respect, 

particularly a lack of regard for one's judgment, does not always translate into treating 
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others disrespectfully. The individual may never be faced with a situation in which he 

finds it necessary to participate in or condone evil in order to please or pacify an authority 

figure or an intimate. But we cannot rely on fortuitous circumstances to provide a buffer 

zone between those who lack moral courage and the rest of us." 

I have argued that a deficiency of self-respect is sometimes a key factor in a 

person's lack of respect for others. But that is not to say that the problem would be 

solved were individuals to acquire enough self-respect to stand up for what they believe 

to be right'^. The committed Nazi believes Jews, gypsies, and others are inferior (sub

human) specimens. His moral principles do not preclude herding 'undesirables' like 

cattle in camps, stripping them of their civil rights, or killing them. Indeed, an 

application of his principles might well lead him - in good conscience- to persecute 

others. It is not that he lacks the moral courage to follow his conscience; rather, the 

problem is that his conscience is too permissive. Nothing less than a fundamental moral 

change is required to remedy his behavior. 

The average German soldier might well have been deficient in self-respect; his 

participation may have been attributable to a lack of moral courage. But many a hard

core Nazi did what was right in his own eyes. Indeed, what makes the hard-core Nazi 

such a frightening specter to the rest of us is how warped his conscience is - he has no 

moral qualms about abusing, torturing and murdering innocent children and adults. 

The committed Nazi, then, need not be deficient in self-respect. Of course, we 

might think that the hard-core Nazi should not respect himself, that his self-respect is 



132 

built on a very faulty foundation indeed. But that he should have an overwhelmingly 

negative evaluation of himself, that he should be aghast at his own behavior, does not 

change the facts of the case. The Nazi is not aghast at his own behavior for the very 

simple reason that he sees nothing wrong with his behavior. In participating so whole

heartedly in evil, he is simply acting in accordance with his own values and judgment. 

And he takes himself to be acting in his own best interest. Again, he might be wrong 

about wherein his interest lies, but that is not to say that he does not respect his interests. 

The problem with the Nazi is not a lack of regard for the self, but a lack of regard for 

others. 

In conclusion, I have argued that self-respect and respect for others are not 

perfectly correlated. First, a person who treats himself disrespectfully might nonetheless 

treat others respectfully. Even a person whose overarching concern is to make someone 

else happy may not be inclined to make the other happy at the expense of third parties. 

His desire to be the ultimate source of the others' happiness, to be the other's rock, to 

deserve the other's reliance might well mitigate any tendency he would otherwise have to 

trample the interests of third parties. Second, the possession of self-respect is no 

guarantee that a person will respect others. A number of vices (e.g., a warped conscience. 

lack of compassion, self-centeredness, arrogance, contempt for others, etc.) that are 

prima facie compatible with self-respect could lead a person to treat others 

disrespectfully. 
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Nonetheless, we have ample reason to be concerned about self-respect. 

Deficiencies in self-respect corrupt a person's morals as well as his relationships with 

intimates. Moreover, they render a person vulnerable to exploitation. Finally, a person 

who lacks the modicum of self-respect necessary to uphold his moral standards is in 

danger of being used by others for immoral ends. 
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His cooperation was both passive and active. It was passive in that he tolerated his 
daughters' treatment as acceptable. It was active in that he chose time and again to fulfill 
his daughters' wishes; this positive response encouraged them to continue to take 
advantage of him. 

" Milgram, Stanley. Obedience To Authority: An Experimental View. New York: 
Harper and Row, 1974. 

Morris Braverman described himself as having been "caught up in what seemed a mad 
situation", "having to hurt someone", "totally helpless and caught up in a set of 
circumstances where 1 just couldn't deviate" (54). But in a follow-up questionnaire, he 
was appalled at his willingness to follow orders. 

" However, he is still unwilling to blame them. He accepts all the blame for how his 
daughters have turned out. 

In the case of course, the interest at stake was his daughter's life. One wonders what 
his reaction would have been had the offense not concerned his daughters. 

In the end, he did not need to rob others to save his daughters. Eduardo, Delphine's 
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young lover, overhears him bemoaning his financial predicament and berating himself for 
having nothing to give Anastasie. Some time earlier, Goriot had spent some 12,000 
francs on an apartment in which Delphine and Eduardo could meet. When Eduardo hears 
how much money Goriot spent on that venture, he writes a check to Goriot for the full 
amount. 

Yet another variable is the extent of the person's lack of regard for his judgment. He 
may be willing to give in on little things, but not on the big things. He may be willing to 
set aside his own interests to please others, but not willing to act immorally. In that case, 
he still has a certain degree of respect for his judgment: specifically, he respects his 
judgment when it comes to moral questions. He is not going to deceive himself about 
right and wrong nor turn a blind eye to evil in order to pacify others. Thus, how worried 
we ought to be about particular persons will depend on just how far gone they are. Those 
who have enough self-respect to draw the line at overtly harming third parties are less 
threatening. On the other hand, one wonders how stable such a line is. A person who 
accustoms himself to giving in simply because that's the easier course, who doesn't mind 
being taken advantage of (the alternative of rocking the boat is not something he wants to 
face) is perhaps also someone who will And it difficult to draw moral lines (on a 
consistent basis). Is it really possible to seal off one area so completely? 

'' Some of the Milgram participants illustrate this pretty well. Mr. B. may have lacked 
respect for his own judgment, but that is not, it seems, the key factor for him. He seems 
to have no empathy for the learners. In his eyes, they deserved the shocks. All they had 
to do was give the right answers. It seems to me that Mr. B's behavior may have been 
much the same whether or not he had self-respect. He is simply unmoved by others' 
pain. Now, he might not initiate pain, but if asked to do so, he has no problem. At least, 
he has no problem doing something like shocking others. He might have a problem with 
really harming them (as if shocking does not harm). 
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6. EXPLOITATION AND SELF-RESPECT 

Traditional accounts of exploitation focus on external features of the relationship 

between exploiters and their victims. In particular, much emphasis is placed on 

inequalities, e.g., inequalities of wealth and status that give rise to vast inequalities of 

power. On this view, the way to prevent exploitation is to remedy these inequalities of 

power. 

Iris Marion Young' puts a twist on this approach. Her primary concern is not 

with inequalities themselves, but rather with the underlying causes of inequalities. On 

her view, injustice consists in oppression and domination; exploitation is a species of 

oppression whose existence is attributable to the social division of labor." Thus, she 

writes: 

"Women's oppression consists not merely in an inequality of status, 

power and wealth resulting from men's excluding them from privileged 

activities. The freedom, power, status, and self-realization of men is made 

possible precisely because women work for them. Gender exploitation 

has two aspects, transfer of the fruits of material labor to men and transfer 

of nurturing and sexual energies to men."^ 

Since the social division of labor is the cause of the inequalities that give rise to 

exploitation, the remedy for exploitation lies in altering the social division of 

labor, both within the family and in society at large. 

I do not wish to claim that focusing directly on remedying inequalities or, 

alternatively, on changing the social division of labor is wrong-headed. Rather, I 
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wish to call attention to and reject what I take to be an underlying assumption of 

these approaches, viz., that changing social institutions and their associated 

outcomes is the cure for exploitation. Granted, arranging social institutions to 

reduce inequalities of wealth, status, etc. will result in more equal power relations, 

thereby reducing opportunities for exploitation. But power relations are merely 

one factor in the exploitation equation. Understanding how exploitation occurs 

requires a broader perspective. If we really want to prevent exploitation, we 

cannot afford to ignore psychological features that render individuals exploitable. 

In particular, I shall argue that we must recognize the extent to which a lack of 

self-respect exacerbates the problem of exploitation. 

In two recent books, Robert E. Goodin explores the ethical and political 

ramifications of the fact of vulnerability. A person is vulnerable insofar as her ability to 

protect and care for herself is compromised by, for instance, poverty or ill health. Trust 

and love for others likewise can interfere with a person's ability to protect herself from 

harm. In Protecting the Vulnerable^, Goodin argues that the basis of our special 

responsibilities to loved ones, friends, neighbors, etc. lies in the fact that these individuals 

are particularly vulnerable to us; he further argues that we can understand our 

responsibilities to strangers in a similar fashion. That is, if vulnerability explains our 

responsibilities to our children, spouses, and loved ones, then the fact that strangers are 

\'uinerable to us has moral implications for what we ought to do. Thus, each of us has a 

responsibility to protect the vulnerable, whether friend or stranger. 
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Goodin's Reasons for Welfare^ builds on this thesis; here, Goodin is primarily 

concerned with charting the implications of the thesis that we have a general 

responsibility to protect the vulnerable. He begins by providing an analysis of 

dependencies, according to which dependencies are morally objectionable insofar as they 

render people excessively vulnerable to exploitation. Given the undeniable fact that 

some of the poor are vulnerable insofar as they depend on others for their subsistence, 

Goodin says that we have a responsibility to protect the poor from exploitation. The 

question, then, is how we are to go about fulfilling that responsibility. Goodin argues that 

a particular kind of minimal welfare state, consisting of non-means-tested programs, is 

the best way to protect the poor from being exploited. 

In this chapter, I focus on the concept of dependency and the conditions under 

which dependencies are exploitable. The main claim I defend is that dependencies may 

be exploitable even when power relations are symmetrical. Thus, equal power is no 

guarantee against exploitation. Reducing inequalities of wealth, political voice, status, 

etc. is all well and good, but it is not a cure-all. Equalizing power relations will protect 

some individuals from exploitation, but it will not protect individuals who lack self-

respect. Specifically, persons who fail to give their own interests due consideration will 

be vulnerable to exploitation whether or not power relations are symmetrical. 
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Dependency and Exploitation 

As I am using the term, a dependency consists of a relationship in which at least 

one party depends on another for the supply of some good, either economic or non-

economic. Common examples of dependency are friendships and other intimate 

relationships, the parent-child relationship, the employer-employee relationship and the 

relationship between the poor and those upon whom they depend. Dependency then is 

pervasive. It is difficult, if not impossible, to avoid. 

Goodin notes that being dependent on someone else is not morally objectionable 

in-and-of-itself. But he emphasizes that dependencies render individuals vulnerable; 

vulnerability poses a moral problem insofar as others exploit it. If individuals in 

dependency relationships were not vulnerable to each other, they would not be 

exploitable. This suggests that we could eradicate exploitation by eliminating 

vulnerability. 

Even if eliminating vulnerability were possible, it would not be desirable. 

Vulnerability (and, by extension, dependency) is on the whole good for us. It adds a 

valuable dimension to our lives. Consider fnendship. It is often said that if a person 

would have friends, she must show herself friendly. Being friendly is but the first step 

toward a friendship. Close friendships are those in which we are loved for ourselves. 

But if we are to be loved for ourselves, we must reveal ourselves as we are deep down. 

Thus, the closest friendships require that we trust others enough to let them see the real 

person behind the public mask. This is risky; trust misplaced can have disastrous 

consequences. Friends may hurt us deeply, whether intentionally (via betrayal. 
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deception, manipulation, etc.) or unintentionally (e.g., broadcasting private information — 

information that was given to them in the strictest confidence). However, if we refuse to 

allow ourselves to be vulnerable to others, we thereby forego close relationships with 

them and limit ourselves to more or less superficial relationships. The price of this is a 

barren emotional life, marked by loneliness. For most of us, the risks that are associated 

with vulnerability are outweighed by the benefits that vulnerability alone can confer. 

Thus, our goal should not be to eliminate all opportunities for exploitation (that would be 

both unrealistic and undesirable), but rather to minimize exploitation. This would entail 

somehow constraining vulnerability, but that would be permissible, so long as we did not 

thereby produce an unacceptable diminution of the good effects of vulnerability.^ 

So, the goal is to minimize exploitation. But we cannot minimize exploitation 

unless we know what features of dependencies render individuals exploitable. According 

to Goodin, dependencies are exploitable when each of the following four conditions is 

met: 

1. There is an asymmetry of power. 

2. The "subordinate party" needs the resources offered by the "superordinate" party. 

3. The subordinate party depends "upon some particular superordinate for the supply of 

needed resources". 

4. The superordinate party "enjoys discretionary control over the resources that the 

subordinate party needs from him".' 
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If any of these four conditions is not met, the dependency is not exploitable.^ Thus, 

Goodin takes these conditions to be individually necessary and jointly sufficient for 

exploitability. 

Before explaining Goodin's conditions in more detail, let me illustrate the prima 

facie plausibility of these four conditions. An individual is vulnerable when the balance 

of power between her and those upon whom she depends is significantly unequal, i.e., 

when she has significantly less power than others in the relationship. Power imbalances 

are exacerbated when (a) the subordinate party cannot do without the resources provided 

by the superordinate, (b) the subordinate party is dependent upon one individual, and (c) 

that individual has the final say regarding the distribution of the resources. Conversely, 

when any of these conditions is absent, the power imbalance is thereby weakened; i.e., 

the superordinate has less power over the subordinate than he would otherwise have. For 

instance, if the subordinate party can do without the resources the superordinate party 

offers or if the subordinate can appeal to other individuals for assistance, then she can 

afford to withdraw fi-om the relationship should the superordinate's demands become too 

onerous. This capacity to withdraw gives her more power than she would otherwise have 

and provides protection against exploitation. Finally, if the superordinate party lacks 

discretionary control over the resources the subordinate party needs, then it does not 

matter that there is a power imbalance, for the superordinate's lack of discretionary 

control limits the power he may wield over the subordinate. This may not affect the 

subordinate's capacity to withdraw, but it does give her relatively more power inasmuch 

as the superordinate cannot arbitrarily withhold the goods she needs. 
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When are dependencies exploitable? For any two parties, A and B, a dependency 

relationship is asymmetrical when A depends more on B than B depends on A (or vice-

versa). Under certain conditions, this asymmetry gives B relatively more power or 

leverage in the relationship than A.' Goodin notes that it would be 'wildly unrealistic' to 

demand "complete symmetry" (by which he means that each of the parties involved 

depends equally on the other), for that condition would rarely, if ever, be met.'° 

According to Goodin, asymmetry of power is innocuous so long as the subordinate party 

has the option of withdrawing; when the subordinate party has the option of withdrawing 

(when the costs associated with withdrawal are not prohibitively high), the asymmetry of 

power is not exploitable.'' 

When exactly can the subordinate party afford to withdraw from a relationship? 

Whenever either of the following conditions obtains: (a) the subordinate does not need 

the resources offered by the superordinate or (b) there is more than one superordinate 

from whom the subordinate can obtain the needed resources.'^ 

A need, in Goodin's vocabulary, is something that the individual either cannot do 

without (e.g.. physical and psychological needs) or could not reasonably be expected to 

forego. Where an individual needs a particular good, there is the danger that he will be 

willing to engage in desperation bidding to procure it.'^ But if he can do without the good 

or if there are other suppliers to whom he can turn, no one supplier can exploit him, for 

he can always either forego the good entirely or turn to another supplier. 

But suppose that the subordinate party. A, cannot afford to withdraw from the 

relationship. That is, suppose that B is the only supplier of a resource that A needs. Is 
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this dependency exploitable? Not necessarily. Goodin rightly notes that even in these 

circumstances, B cannot exploit A unless B has discretionary control over that resource.''' 

Roughly, B has discretionary control over a resource if B has the final say on its 

distribution. 

Now consider a case in which all of Goodin's conditions are met. Suppose that 

there is only one heart specialist in town. Then, heart patients truly are dependent on a 

particular superordinate. Suppose further that there are no regulations governing who 

gets operations and who does not; in this case, the surgeon may accept or reject patients 

as he pleases. Moreover, he may attach whatever conditions he likes to the provision of 

treatment; however, to the extent that patients can afford to go to other cities or states for 

treatment, they can simply refuse to comply with the conditions he sets. The ability to 

exit thus provides some protection from exploitation. 

But some patients (e.g., the working poor), for one reason or another, cannot 

afford to exit. Suppose that Burt is told by his doctor that he needs to have a heart valve 

replacement within six months; otherwise, his condition will deteriorate progressively, 

resulting in his eventual death. He cannot afford to do without the operation, but nor can 

he afford to have the operation: he has neither insurance nor savings with which to pay 

the fees associated with heart operations. Nor does he have reason to think that he will 

ever be able to pay these fees; as it is, he is barely keeping his head above water. 

Furthermore, Burt has no way to exit the system; he cannot afford to go to other cities or 

states for treatment. Given that there is only one heart surgeon in town and given that 

Burt cannot afford to go elsewhere, he is heavily dependent on this particular heart 
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surgeon. Other patients have some leverage with the surgeon inasmuch as they can go 

elsewhere; althougii the surgeon may attach undesirable conditions or may refuse to 

operate altogether, they do not have to let him perform the operation. Given that (a) Burt 

has nowhere else to turn for the surgery he needs so urgently, (b) the surgeon does not 

need anything Burt could provide, and (c) the surgeon gets to decide who he will and will 

not treat, Burt is not merely dependent on the surgeon, but vulnerable to the surgeon. 

Thus, all four of Goodin's conditions are met: (1) the power relations are grossly unequal, 

(2) Burt really does need the treatment, (3) he has no one else to turn to, and (4) the 

surgeon has discretionary control over who gets operations. It seems clear that Burt (and 

anyone else in his position) is exploitable. 

Since the heart surgeon has discretionary control over who gets operations, he or 

she may try to exploit the dependency. That is, the surgeon may impose conditions that 

the patient must meet in order to get the operation. Of course, as Goodin himself notes, 

imposing conditions is not in itself wrong. For instance, suppose that the heart surgeon 

routinely requires patients to take certain medications in the days immediately prior to the 

surgery. In this case, the surgeon's refusal to operate on a charity patient who has not 

taken the medication is not objectionable. By contrast, if the surgeon imposes special 

requirements on the charity patient and these conditions do not better enable the surgeon 

to meet the patient's needs, then, says Goodin, imposing these requirements on the 

patient would constitute exploitation.'^ 

Now the heart surgeon may not even try to exploit the dependency, but that, 

according to Goodin, does not make the situation less objectionable. The fact remains 
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that Burt and others like him are acutely vulnerable to exploitation; the heart surgeon 

could, if he so desired, take unfair advantage of the charity patients. 
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Critical Analysis 

Goodin's view is in many ways attractive. We do not want to treat dependency as 

a unified phenomenon, for then all dependencies would have the same moral status. 

Either ail dependencies would be morally unobjectionable or all would be morally 

objectionable. That is implausible. Clearly, some dependencies are morally 

objectionable and some are not. Another point in Goodin's favor is that the conditions he 

cites as necessary for a dependency relationship to be exploitable (and hence, morally 

objectionable) are features that are often present in exploitable dependencies. 

Nevertheless, there is at least one major problem with the view. According to 

Goodin, symmetry of power provides a "guarantee" against exploitation. I shall argue 

that this is not the case. Specifically, a relationship that is symmetrical with respect to 

power may also be one in which one of the parties lacks self-respect and is for that reason 

vulnerable to exploitation. 

Asymmetry. 

According to Goodin, when power relations are roughly symmetrical, 

dependencies are not exploitable. Thus, mutual dependencies, those in which each party 

has a relatively equal stake in the relationship, are "guarantee(d)... against 

exploitation".'^ Two assumptions seem to be driving the claim that mutual dependencies 

are guaranteed against exploitation: 

(1) roughly symmetrical dependence (A depends on B about as much as B 

depends on A) entails roughly symmetrical power relations and 
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(2) when power relations are roughly symmetrical, neither party can exploit the 

other by issuing a credible threat of withdrawal. Thus, neither party can exploit the 

other. 

Although symmetrical mutual dependence often reduces the risk of exploitation, 

at least some such mutual dependencies are, pace Goodin, exploitable. 

To demonstrate that symmetry of power does not necessarily prevent exploitation, 

we must explore the connection between symmetrical power relations and the prevention 

of exploitation. I begin by presenting an example of a mutual dependency in which it is 

the case both that the power relations are symmetrical and that at least one party to the 

relationship is being exploited. In order to explain how exploitation arises in mutual 

dependencies that are symmetrical, I develop an extended analysis of the notion of 

symmetry. In so doing, I focus on one factor, viz., lack of self-respect, that counteracts 

symmetry, thus rendering symmetrical dependencies exploitable. 

Let us consider the following symmetrical, yet exploitative dependency 

relationship. Jane and Joe have been married for several years. Over the years, Joe has 

developed a serious problem with alcohol. Were it not for Jane's watchful eye, Joe 

would go to work drunk half of the time and would long since have lost his job. Jane 

has a good job; she could have advanced faster in her chosen career had she not had to 

devote so much time to Joe's needs. Now, it might seem that Jane is getting nothing of 

value from this relationship. But let us suppose that Jane desperately needs to be needed. 

Although she enjoys her job, that job does not satisfy her craving to be needed. Joe's 

dependency allows her to feel like she is doing something really worthwhile; in essence. 



148 

Jane gains a sense of self-worth from her efforts on Joe's behalf. Although meeting Joe's 

needs has meant that she has had to sacrifice career advancement, Jane believes that this 

sacrifice is worthwhile. Since meeting Joe's needs is psychologically beneficial to Jane 

in a way that her career is not, she may not even view her truncated career as a sacrifice. 

She may even take pleasure in what others would call a sacrifice. In short, Jane has 

become a willing martyr, putting Joe's needs above her own best interests. 

Jane is in the grip of an obsession. In the context of her relationship with Joe, her 

actions are not guided by rational considerations. At the time of action, she does not 

consider how the action she is about to take will affect the relationship. Nor does she 

consider whether the action will promote either her own interests or Joe's interests. 

Instead, she simply seizes the opportunities to "help" Joe as they arise. 

Joe, in turn, has benefited from Jane's inability to protect her own interests. He 

recognizes that he need only indicate some passing desire or need and Jane will rush to 

fulfill it. He realizes that Jane cannot bring herself to deny him anything; knowing this, 

he does not take steps to reduce his dependency on Jane. Knowing that Jane will 

continue to make sacrifices for his sake, Joe nonetheless makes no real effort to come to 

grips with his drinking problem. Instead, he continues to rely on Jane to prevent the 

consequences of his irresponsibility from falling squarely on his shoulders. Not only 

does Joe fail to seek help for his drinking problem, but he also fails to make a sustained 

effort to curb the demands he makes on Jane. Nor does he try to stop Jane from rushing 

to the rescue. Instead, he allows Jane to subordinate her interests, her career - in short, 

her well-being- time and again to his needs and desires. 
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While Jane's actions are the product of an obsession, Joe's actions are guided by 

what he takes to be his personal advantage. So long as Jane will intervene on his behalf, 

he can gain the benefits (e.g., pleasure) of continuing to drink without paying the 

immediate costs. By allowing himself to drift further and further into irresponsible 

drinking, secure in the knowledge that Jane will pick up the pieces, Joe takes advantage 

of Jane's willingness to come to the rescue. 

Jane's obsession interferes with her ability to protect her own interests. By 

taking what Jane offers, Joe not only profits from Jane's weakness, but also encourages 

her to continue her self-destructive behavior.^® Joe exploits Jane inasmuch as he preys on 

her inability to protect her own interests. Although Jane might consider the relationship 

personally beneficial, she would be better off were she to limit what she would do for 

Joe. She might not see this at first, but were her obsession less powerful, she would see 

that she is undermining both her own good and Joe's good. 

Jane's obsession prevents her from giving her own interests due consideration. In 

focusing so wholeheartedly on meeting Joe's needs, she loses sight of her own interests. 

Jane treats her interests as if they were less important than Joe's interests - simply because 

they are her interests. In so doing, she fails to treat her interests with respect. 

The above example raises a puzzle. On the one hand, it seems clear that Jane is 

being exploited; Joe is taking unfair advantage of Jane's weakness. On the other hand, it 

seems equally clear that each depends on the other (roughly) equally. Joe depends on 

Jane to protect him from the consequences of his excessive drinking. For her part, Jane 

depends on Joe to need her; her security in her own worth is supported by her service to 
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Joe. Assuming that Jane and Joe depend (roughly) equally on each other, then, according 

to Goodin, the power relations in this relationship are roughly symmetrical. The fact that 

Jane is being exploited would then seem to undermine Goodin's claim that rough 

symmetry of power is sufficient to prevent exploitation. Yet, it is intuitively plausible 

that when two individuals wield roughly equal power in a relationship, the balance of 

power protects those in the relationship from being exploited. According to Goodin, 

given that each party could match a threat from the other, neither party could use threats 

to take advantage of the other.^' Hence, exploitation should be impossible. But it clearly 

is possible, given that it is occurring. The question then arises: How do we account for 

the fact that Jane is being exploited? More generally, how do we account for the fact that 

exploitation can occur in symmetrical relationships? 

I would suggest that the solution to these puzzles can be found by taking a closer 

look at the notion of symmetry of power. According to Goodin, perfect symmetry of 

power is achieved when "each depends equally upon the other".Symmetry is to be 

defined subjectively: "What each party gains from the relationship, (or, equivalently, 

what each would lose were it terminated) must have an equal importance in each party's 

overall life plan"."^ Notice that whether two parties gain the same amount from the 

relationship (or stand to lose the same amount from its termination) will depend on 

whether the parties attach the same importance to what they gain (or stand to lose) from 

the relationship.'^ Thus, symmetry of power is to be assessed in terms of the relative 

importance the relationship has for each of the individuals involved. So long as each 
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attaches roughly equal importance or value to the relationship, the relationship is 

symmetrical and, according to Goodin, not exploitable. 

Let us reconsider Jane and Joe's relationship. I have assumed that they depend 

(roughly) equally on each other; that is, not only is it the case that each is heavily 

invested in the relationship, but it is also true that each is roughly equally invested in the 

relationship. Should the relationship come to an end, Joe would lose at least as much as 

Jane. Thus, their relationship is symmetrical with respect to power. According to 

Goodin, then, exploitation is impossible, for symmetry of power prevents exploitation. 

But why would we think that symmetry of power is sufficient to protect against 

exploitation? Goodin's argument seems to be the following: 

1. Some mutual dependencies are characterized by rough symmetry of power. 

2. Where power relations are roughly symmetrical, neither party can exploit the other by 

issuing a credible threat to withdraw. 

3. Therefore, symmetrical mumal dependencies are not exploitable. 

Notice that Goodin is not necessarily denying that individuals in symmetrical 

relationships can issue a credible threat of withdrawal. Rather, the claim here is the more 

modest one that individuals in symmetrical relationships cannot exploit the other by 

issuing a credible threat. Regarding perfectly symmetrical dependencies, Goodin says: 

"We may still want to say that a 'power relation' of some sort exists between 

these two parties. If dependencies or vulnerabilities were perfectly reciprocal, 

however, the power relation would be a balanced one. Any threat one could make 

the other could match. Exploitation would therefore be impossible".*^ 



Suppose it is true that any threat one party (call her Ada) issues, the other party 

(Bill) can match (and vice-versa). What might this mean? A plausible interpretation is 

that Bill is able to match Ada's threat when it is the case that should Bill issue a counter-

threat, it would not be a mere bluff. Suppose that Ada realizes that Bill is not bluffing.^® 

In that case, Ada has two options: (1) carry out her threat by quitting the relationship or 

(2) withdraw her threat and accede to Bill's demands.^^ Which option she chooses 

depends on how important the relationship is to her. Notice, however, that whichever 

option Ada chooses, she will not be exploiting Bill. Hence, her attempt to exploit Bill via 

a threat of withdrawal will be short-circuited. Thus, even if Ada's threat is credible, she 

will not be able to exploit Bill, for he can match her threat. 

Similarly, Bill is not in a position to exploit Ada, for any threat Bill issues is one 

that Ada can match. Suppose Bill were to threaten to withdraw unless Ada met condition 

X. Suppose further that Ada prefers withdrawal to meeting condition X and says so. If 

she is really prepared to withdraw in the face of Bill's insistence on X, then Bill cannot 

exploit Ada; Bill's attempt to impose condition X on Ada will fail. Since each party has 

the power and the will to neutralize any threat the other raises, neither party can exploit 

the other by threatening to withdraw. 

However, it is often the case that one party lacks either the power or the will to 

neutralize the other party's threat. Suppose that Ada attempts to impose an exploitative 

condition on Bill by threatening to withdraw. Suppose also that Ada is prepared to 

withdraw from the relationship should Bill refuse to meet her ultimatum. If Bill would 

rather meet the ultimatum than risk her withdrawal, Ada will succeed in exploiting him. 
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In these circumstances, any counter-threat issued by Bill would be a mere bluff; although 

Bill might threaten withdrawal, he will not make good on his threat. Ada will be able to 

get her way by refusing to capitulate to the counter-threat. If Ada recognizes that Bill's 

counter-threat is a bluff, she may call his bluff by withdrawing. Conversely, if Ada takes 

his threat seriously, she will withdraw, for her threat is no bluff. But when Ada 

withdraws. Bill will revoke his counter-threat. Thus, Ada can exploit Bill whether or not 

she perceives that Bill's threat is a mere bluff. We can see now that where one party is 

able to issue a credible threat (i.e., a genuine threat) and the other is not, there is a 

potential for exploitation. Of course, whether Ada's threat of withdrawal counts as 

exploitative will depend very much on the circumstances surrounding the threat; in 

particular, it will depend on whether her conditions for staying in the relationship are fair 

or reasonable. Ada exploits Bill whenever she uses her threat advantage to impose unfair 

conditions on him. 

If Goodin is right, then the fact that in a symmetrical dependency either party 

could match a threat issued by the other protects the relationship against exploitation. 

Does this symmetry with respect to threat capacity necessarily protect the relationship 

against exploitation? I think not. The fact that neither party can exploit the other via a 

threat of withdrawal does not entail that exploitation is impossible; crucially, a threat of 

withdrawal is but one of many avenues to exploitation. Thus, people can be exploited 

even when neither party has a threat advantage over the other. 

Jane's relationship with Joe illustrates how a relationship that is symmetrical with 

respect to power can nonetheless be exploitable. Here, the origin of the value that Jane 
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attaches to the relationship is crucial. Recall that Jane values the relationship because she 

likes to take care of others; the relationship fills a deep psychological need. She needs 

others to depend on her. So long as the source of value of the relationship for Jane lies in 

the fact that Joe needs her, he can exploit her willingness to take care of him. Nor does 

he need to threaten withdrawal to get his way. Aside from the fact that he knows such a 

threat would not be taken seriously, Jane is all too willing to take care of Joe. All Joe has 

to do is indicate that he needs X and Jane will provide it if she can. Adding a threat of 

withdrawal is pointless for two reasons. First, Jane finds value in making a martyr of 

herself for Joe's sake. Thus, she is likely to do as Joe asks whether or not Joe issues a 

threat. Were he to issue a threat she would not take it seriously, but she would still do as 

he asked, not because he threatened to leave, but rather because she wants to meet his 

needs (or feels guilty for not meeting his needs). Second, in the unlikely event that Jane 

refused to abase herself any fiirther, Joe might threaten withdrawal, but there would be 

little point in doing so, since he realizes that Jane will not take the threat seriously. So, 

he might simply give in. Whatever his response to Jane's balking, exploitation is still 

going on. Jane's balking might put a stop to further exploitation, but it does nothing to 

roll back the exploitation that is already occurring. Hence, exploitation can occur even 

when there is no credible threat of withdrawal. 

Notice that exploitation is not the only problem that arises in Jane and Joe's 

relationship. It is undoubtedly the more obvious problem. Both Jane and Joe are 

responsible for the sorry state of their relationship. Whether or not he is conscious of it, 

Joe is taking unfair advantage of a weakness of Jane's, viz., her excessive need to be 



155 

needed. He knows Jane gets pleasure from serving him, from denying herself 

opportunities for career advancement in order to serve him. When sober, he realizes the 

burdens (however welcome they are to Jane) he is placing on Jane. Yet, he continues to 

live in denial, refusing to admit that he is an alcoholic and failing to get help. By default, 

he chooses to continue to place those burdens on Jane. While Joe's fault may be 

characterized as selfishness, Jane's fault is that she has too little concern for herself. In 

subordinating her own interests and needs to Joe's needs, she exhibits a lack of self-

respect."® 

It seems, then, that there are two problems here: one is that Jane lacks self-

respect; the other is that her lack of self-respect enables Joe to exploit her. The first 

problem is at least conceptually independent of the second; Lack of self-respect is a 

moral problem even when the individual who lacks self-respect is not exploited. 

However, the problems are intimately cormected in that those who lack self-respect are 

liable to be exploited. Thus, Joe is able to exploit Jane precisely because she does not 

take herself seriously enough. 

Suppose Goodin were to grant that Joe is exploiting Jane, but object that Jane and 

Joe's relationship is not symmetrical. Hence, the example does not defeat Goodin's 

claim that symmetry protects against exploitation. 

I do not think this objection will stand. For one thing, Jane and Joe's relationship 

is symmetrical by Goodin's own definition. That is, Jane and Joe both attach the same 

importance to the relationship; the relationship has the same value for each of them 

relative to their own life goals. It is true that Jane and Joe have quite different reasons for 
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valuing the relationship; nonetheless, they each attach similar value to the relationship. 

In Goodin's terms, the relationship (or alternatively, what each gains or stands to lose) is 

of equal importance in each of their life plans. If this is what symmetry of power is, then 

this relationship is symmetrical with respect to power. 

A more sophisticated version of this objection would be that my example simply 

shows that symmetry of power is a complex notion. Here, the objector would agree that 

exploitation is going on, but argue that that just shows that the relationship is 

asymmetrical in power. By Goodin's standards, the relationship is symmetrical with 

respect to power, but this just shows that Goodin's defmition of symmetry of power is too 

simple. 

I am not sure whether I have to accept this objection. Were I to accept the 

objection, I would not be entitled to the conclusion that symmetry of power can coincide 

with exploitation. Instead, my conclusion would have to be the more modest one that 

there is more to symmetry of power than Goodin thinks; the example would then be used 

to illustrate one source of asymmetry of power (viz., lack of self-respect) for which 

Goodin fails to account. It is of little importance to me whether my example shows that a 

lack of self-respect interferes with the (presumed) otherwise beneficial effects of 

symmetry of power (the strong conclusion) or whether it instead shows only that a lack of 

self-respect creates an asymmetry of power.*' 

That said, let me say briefly why I am hesitant to give up the strong conclusion. 

Notice that the objection presupposes that symmetry of power always protects against 

exploitation. One reason for thinking that symmetry must protect against exploitation is 
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that exploitation seems to be parasitic on an asymmetry of power. Absent having more 

power in the relationship, how can one party exploit another? It may well be the case that 

some type of asymmetry is necessary for exploitation; but, from that observation, it does 

not follow that asymmetry of power is necessary for exploitation. This would only be 

true if all types of asymmetry could be characterized as asymmetry of power. I have my 

doubts about this. We could, of course, say that there was some sort of asymmetry in 

Jane and Joe's relationship, e.g., an asymmetry in terms of self-respect or in terms of the 

origin of value. But it is not at all clear that an asymmetry of self-respect necessarily 

translates into an asymmetry of power. Moreover, it is even less clear that all sorts of 

asymmetry necessarily fall under the rubric of asymmetry of power. 

I have claimed that Jane lacks self-respect. Let us suppose that Joe has more self-

respect than Jane. Thus, there is an asymmetry with respect to self-respect. Does this 

entail that there is also an asymmetry with respect to power? Only if we assume that a 

person who lacks self-respect necessarily has less power in the relationship. This would 

be true only if it were the case that where one party (but not the other) lacks self-respect, 

that party necessarily has more to lose from the relationship's termination. But I see no 

reason to think that one who lacks self-respect must of necessity have less power in the 

relationship. Despite the fact that Jane lacks self-respect, she has just as much power in 

the relationship as Joe. 

Let me explain in more detail why I think Jane and Joe's relationship is 

symmetrical with respect to power. In Jane and Joe's relationship, asymmetry of self-

respect does not translate into asymmetry of power. Jane and Joe need each other. The 
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relationship satisfies Jane's psychological need to be needed while also satisfying Joe's 

need for physical and emotional support. The fact that their needs are different does not 

entail that one party needs the other more or that the relationship is more important to one 

party than to the other. That is, the content of Jane and Joe's respective needs does not 

determine the extent of their dependence. Nor does the origin of those needs determine 

their depth; the real issue with respect to determining degree of dependence is not why 

Jane depends on Joe (and vice-versa), but rather to what extent Jane depends on Joe. 

What is crucial for determining whether Jane and Joe's relationship is symmetrical in 

power is whether each party's gains (or, equivalently, potential losses) are symmetrical; 

so long as Joe stands to lose just as much as Jane does should the relationship come to an 

end, the relationship is symmetrical in power.^° 

Conclusion. 

I have argued that the presence of symmetrical power relations is not sufficient to 

protect against exploitation. In support of this claim, I developed a fairly extensive 

account of symmetry. The example of Jane and Joe was meant to illustrate two points: 

(a) that symmetry of power can coexist with a lack of self-respect and (b) that a lack of 

self-respect is sufficient to render a person exploitable. If this is right, self-respect plays 

an independent role in protecting individuals against exploitation. Any account of 

exploitation that ignores self-respect is seriously incomplete. 
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ENDNOTES 

' Young, Iris Marion. Justice and the Politics of Difference. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1990. 

" Here's what Young says: "Exploitation, marginalization and powerlessness all refer to 
relations of power and oppression that occur by virtue of the social division of labor -
who works for whom, who does not work and how the content of work defines one 
institutional pattern relative to others" (58, JPD). 
^ JPD, p. 50. 
•'Goodin, Robert E. Protecting the Vulnerable: a reanalysis of our social responsibilities. 
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1985. 

^Goodin, Robert E. Reasons for Welfare: The Political Theory of the 
Welfare State. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1988. 

^ Goodin does not explicitly say that we should balance the goal of reducing exploitation 
against the goal of retaining the good effects of vulnerability. However, given that (1) he 
recognizes the value of dependency relationships, (2) dependency relationships are often 
accompanied by some degree of vulnerability, and (3) much of the value of dependency 
relationships like friendships is the result of the parties' willingness to be vulnerable, I 
suspect that he would agree that the goal is to minimize exploitation, subject to the 
constraint that we do not thereby produce an unacceptable reduction in the good effects 
that often accompany vulnerability. That is, we do not want to throw out the baby with 
the bath water. 

Reasons for Welfare, pp. 175-176. Emphasis in original. 

Here is how Goodin puts it: 'There are four conditions, all of which must be present if 
dependencies are to be exploitable' (Reasons for Welfare, 175). Further discussion in the 
subsequent pages shows that he really does mean 'all'. 

These conditions- need, nowhere else to go, etc.- are elaborated below. Basically, 
Goodin thinks that where the other three conditions are met and the relationship is grossly 
asymmetrical, the balance of power is such that the subordinate party has relatively little 
leverage and cannot afford to withdraw. 

Protecting the Vulnerable, 197. 

" Ibid. 

Ibid.,198. 



160 

Ibid., 180. 

Goodin's example here is illuminating. He notes that even if "I need my savings 
desperately ... and ... I have no other source of funds", there is no reason to worry, for 
the bank manager has no discretion. Provided that Goodin submits the proper paperwork, 
the bank manager cannot legally withhold his funds (Ibid., 176). 

For example, Goodin thinks that it is exploitative to make aid conditional on the 
recipient's behavior. In particular, punishing welfare recipients for "bad" behavior 
(smoking, drinking, cavorting, etc.) is objectionable insofar as it is a special requirement 
(we don't punish people in general for these behaviors) and is not connected to relieving 
distress. 

There is an ambiguity here in the requirement that special (non-standard) conditions 
are acceptable only if they better enable the surgeon to meet the patient's needs. I 
assume, however, that Goodin means that there must be some direct (and essential?) 
connection between the condition and the surgeon's ability to meet the patient's needs. If 
so, this implies that were the surgeon to offer to accept the patient's house in lieu of other 
payment, that offer would be exploitative. I cannot explore this issue in this paper. 
Suffice it to say that Goodin's condition is too broadly formulated. 

'' Reasons for Welfare, 175. 

Here is how Goodin puts it: "If dependencies or vulnerabilities were perfectly 
reciprocal, however, the power relation would be a balanced one. Any threat one could 
make the other could match. Exploitation would therefore be impossible. Only 
asymmetrical power relations, only unilateral dependencies create oppormnities for 
exploitation" {Protecting the Vulnerable, 196, emphasis in original). 

I owe this particular example to Linda Radzik. 

Joe's behavior may also reinforce Jane's lack of self-respect. 

"'The word 'match' illuminates a problem with Goodin's account. That each party could 
match a threat from the other does not entail that neither party could take advantage of 
the other. For example, if Joe threatens to leave Jane and Jane could, but does not make a 
counter-threat, Joe could still exploit her. 

~~ Protecting the Vulnerable, 196. 

Ibid., 197. 



161 

I am not entirely sure what to make of the claim that we judge symmetry relative to the 
importance that the relationship has in each party's overall life plan. Goodin does not 
follow up on this idea of each party's overall life plan. 

Protecting the Vulnerable, 196. 

Ada might initially interpret Bill's coimter-threat as a bluff; if so, she will be inclined 
to stand her ground. Eventually, however, she will realize that Bill is not bluffing, if only 
because Bill will eventually withdraw. 

'' I suppose Ada could simply do nothing and thereby leave Bill hanging, but that 
strategy makes sense only if Ada entertains some doubt about whether Bill is serious. 

Jean Hampton argues that individuals like Jane lack self-respect. See 'Selflessness and 
the Loss of Self in Social Philosophy and Policy, 10(1): (1993), pp. 135-165. 

I am not claiming that self-respect protects a person against all forms of exploitation. 
For instance, a self-respecting person may be unable to extricate herself from economic 
exploitation. But self-respect does protect a person against the sorts of exploitation that 
typically occur in the context of intimate relationships. 

Jane may be exploiting Joe as well. If so, we have a symmetrical relationship in which 
both parties are being exploited . Here, the claim that there is an asymmetry of power 
would not work. What allows Joe to exploit Jane is her lack of self-respect. Although it 
is plausible that Joe has more self-respect than does Jane, it is not clear that it is the 
asymmetry of self-respect (as opposed to the bare fact that Jane lacks self-respect) that 
accounts for Joe's ability to exploit Jane. Does it necessarily have to be the case that 
where X exploits Y, there must be some asymmetry with respect to the same thing Z? 
Here is another, distinct question: Suppose for the sake of argument that both Jane and 
Joe are guilty of exploitation. Suppose we also find some relevant characteristic that Jane 
has, but Joe lacks. In that case, we have two kinds of asymmetry, i.e., asymmetry with 
respect to different things. Might this not result in symmetry of power and symmetry of 
ability to exploit? If not, why not? 
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