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Introduction

These essays concern moral questions that virtually everyone faces in daily life,
not specialized topics that arise only in the particular professions or in academic
philosophical debates. Discussion typically begins with specific cases. Some are
dramatic, and others quite familiar; but all of the examples raise recurring moral
perplexities. Though practically important and theoretically interesting, many
of these issues have been relatively neglected in recent philosophical literature.

Work on large scale moral problems such as nuclear war, famine, distributive
justice, punishment, population control, and animal rights has been important
and should continue, but here | focus primarily on moral attitudes, virtues, and
vices that are especially important to personal relations and to how one views
oneself. Philosophical works that address these last issues are not so common,
and typically they start from an antecedent commitment to a particular ethical
theory, such as utilitarianism or Thomism. In contrast, I raise the issues by
describing concrete examples and exploring a variety of alternative perspectives,
always seeking to articulate the ideals and principles that lie behind dissatisfaction
with the answers generated by “applying” familiar theories. The positions that
I explore are often “Kantian” in spirit, but there is no attempt here to do textual
exegesis or to crank out solutions from Kant’s theory.

My topics range widely, but there are common themes. The opening essays
deal explicitly with the requirements of self-respect, one arguing that servility
is incompatible with a certain ideal of self-respect and the other calling attention
to the demands of a further conception of self-respect. Respect is often grounded
in autonomy, and the next two papers attempt to clarify the idea of autonomy,
how it opposes benevolent lies, and whether it is compatible with compassion.
A further pair of essays raise the question whether a self-respecting person has
reason to resist the pragmatic responses to evil, e.g., protesting only when protest
would be effective and doing a “lesser evil” to prevent a greater one.

Other-regarding considerations often dominate discussions of suicide, but in
“Self-Regarding Suicide” I ask, under what circumstances, if any, would a proper
respect for oneself as an autonomous agent permit suicide? The next essay explores
another way in which ideals of character may call for more than concern for the
rights and welfare of other human beings. A proper humility regarding one’s
place in nature also seems important as we face environmental problems, though
it is not easy to explain why this should be so. Because weakness of will threatens
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AUTONOMY AND SELF-RESPECT

both autonomy and self-respect, I then raise the question whether the weak-
willed person suffers from a psychological incapacity or defect of character. This
poses the more general puzzle taken up in the subsequent essay, namely, in what
sense could one have obligations f¢ oneself, and what could ground such obliga-
tions? The essay on snobbery considers whether superior merit can ever warrant
contempt for others. By failing to acknowledge an ideal of respect for all persons,
I suggest, snobs may undervalue themselves as well as others.

The final two essays shift attention to quite different sorts of issues. In "Pains
and Projects” | raise a fundamental issue of justification: how, apart from other-
regarding moral concerns, can we reasonably justify to ourselves our own ultimate
ends? Even in addressing this question, I suggest, we may view autonomy as a
welcome freedom and self-respect as a necessary constraint. In the final essay I
review several perspectives on affirmative action in public universities. Though
addressing a complex social issue, my suggestion is (again) that exclusive attention
to rights and welfare is not enough. The symbolic message of affirmative action
is also important, and what needs to be expressed is an ideal of mutual respect
more commonly understood within personal relationships.

These essays are intended for students and general readers as well as for profes-
sional philosophers. They are nontechnical in style and, for the most part, focused
on specific examples of types of problems that occur in everyday life. The approach
is meant to be exploratory, inviting readers to search for the principles behind
their initial intuitive judgments, in contrast to the more common method of
“applied ethics,” which seeks to derive answers from antecedently given principles
or theories.

Underlying the specific issues, however, are fundamental questions that are of
interest to any moral philosopher. For example, are there viable alternatives to
consequentialism outside the theory of justice? Is morality entirely other-regard-
ing? Is there a coherent idea of “obligations to oneself’? Is it objectionable to
regard the natural environment as merely a resource for human beings? Are
autonomy and self-respect the ground of moral requirements? Are attitudes good
or bad depending entirely upon the acts and consequences to which they lead?

Though I have little doubt that the topics here will be of wide interest, I also
hope that my manner of approaching these issues will be found helpful. Good
philosophy, I am convinced, typically starts with genuine puzzlement. In ethics
a persistent source of genuine perplexity, for those who reflect with an open
mind, is the conflict between strongly felt intuitive judgments about specific
cases and the implications of the general moral theories that have been developed
so far. Intuitions are not sacred; they need to be subjected to critical scrutiny.
But moral theories are not sacred either; at best they are commendable efforts
to simplify and generalize over a rich and often bewilderingly complex variety
of responses to recurrent human situations. Some progress can be made by com-
paring existing theories and modifying them upon rational reflection on their
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INTRODUCTION

grounds as well as their implications for concrete cases. But there is also, I think,
a need to do moral philosophy “from the bottom up,” i.e., from cases to theory.
This is what most of my essays attempt to do in a preliminary way.

Instead of starting with an antecedently defined theory, the idea is to focus
on selected examples that pose sharply a moral perplexity. The sort of perplexity
most fruitful to examine is not, as in Sartre’s famous case of the resistance worker,
a tension generated by the conflict of two important but rather well-understood
moral ideals. It is rather the perplexity that arises when obvious and familiar
moral considerations, e.g., utility, conflict with strongly felt but as yet vaguely
articulated ideals. The job of articulating such ideals, in my opinion, is a necessary
preliminary to further useful generalization in ethical theory. My guiding prin-
ciple in selecting cases for my papers, then, is not to focus on the most imme-
diately urgent or emotionally wrenching problems, nor is it to survey all
considerations morally relevant to a larger issue. Rather the aim is to isolate
moral perplexities of a special kind, namely, those that may help us to clarify
certain ideals that are strongly felt but still inadequately understood and too
often overlooked in familiar moral theories.
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I

Servility and self-respect

Several motives underlie this paper.’ In the first place, I am curious to see
if there is a legitimate source for the increasingly common feeling that ser-
vility can be as much a vice as arrogance. There seems to be something morally
defective about the Uncle Tom and the submissive housewife; and yet, on the
other hand, if the only interests they sacrifice are their own, it seems that
we should have no right to complain. Secondly, I have some sympathy for the
now unfashionable view that each person has duties to himself as well as to
others. It does seem absurd to say that a person could literally violate his
own rights or owe himself a debt of gratitude, but I suspect that the classic
defenders of duties to oneself had something different in mind. If there are
duties to oneself, it is natural to expect that a duty to avoid being servile
would have a prominent place among them. Thirdly, I am interested in
making sense of Kant's puzzling, but suggestive, remarks about respect
for persons and respect for the moral law. On the usual reading, these
remarks seem unduly moralistic; but, viewed in another way, they sug-
gest an argument for a kind of self-respect which is incompatible with a
servile attitude.

My procedure will not be to explicate Kant directly. Instead I shall try to
isolate the defect of setvility and sketch an argument to show why it is ob-
jectionable, noting only in passing how this relates to Kant and the contro-
versy about duties to oneself. What I say about self-respect is far from the
whole story. In particular, it is not concerned with esteem for one’s special
abilities and achievements or with the self-confidence which characterizes the
especially autonomous person. Nor is my concern with the psychological an-
tecedents and effects of self-respect. Nevertheless, my conclusions, if correct,
should be of interest; for they imply that, given a common view of morality,
there are nonutilitarian moral reasons for each person, regardless of his mer-
its, to respect himself. To avoid servility to the extent that one can is not
simply a right but a duty, not simply a duty to others but a duty to one-
self.

1 An earlier version of this paper was presented at the meetings of the American Philosoph-
ical Association, Pacific Division. A number of revisions have been made as a result of the
helpful comments of others, especially Norman Dahl, Sharon Hill, Herbert Morris, and Mary
Mothersill.
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SERVILITY AND SELF-RESPECT

1

Three examples may give a preliminary idea of what I mean by servility. Consider,
first, an extremely deferential black, whom I shall call the Uncle Tom. He always
steps aside for white men; he does not complain when less qualified whites take
over his job; he gratefully accepts whatever benefits his all-white government
and employers allot him, and he would not think of protesting its insufficiency.
He displays the symbols of deference to whites, and of contempt towards blacks:
he faces the former with bowed stance and a ready “'sir” and “Ma’am”; he reserves
his strongest obscenities for the latter. Imagine, too, that he is not playing a
game. He is not the shrewdly prudent calculator, who knows how to make the
best of a bad lot and mocks his masters behind their backs. He accepts without
question the idea that, as a black, he is owed less than whites. He may believe
that blacks are mentally inferior and of less social utility, but that is not the
crucial point. The attitude which he displays is that what he values, aspires for,
and can demand is of less importance than what whites value, aspire for, and
can demand. He is far from the picture book’s carefree, happy servant, but he
does not feel that he has a right to expect anything better.

Another pattern of servility is illustrated by a person I shall call the Se/f~
Deprecator. Like the Uncle Tom, he is reluctant to make demands. He says nothing
when others take unfair advantage of him. When asked for his preferences or
opinions, he tends to shrink away as if what he said should make no difference.
His problem, however, is not a sense of racial inferiority but rather an acute
awareness of his own inadequacies and failures as an individual. These defects
are not imaginary: he has in fact done poorly by his own standards and others’.
But, unlike many of us in the same situation, he acts as if his failings warrant
quite unrelated maltreatment even by strangers. His sense of shame and self-
contemnpt make him content to be the instrument of others. He feels that nothing
is owed him until he has earned it and that he has earned very little. He is not
simply playing a masochist’s game of winning sympathy by disparaging himselif.
On the contrary, he assesses his individual merits with painful accuracy.

A rather different case is that of the Deferential Wife. This is a woman who is
utterly devoted to serving her husband. She buys the clothes 4e prefers, invites
the guests be wants to entertain, and makes love whenever be is in the mood.
She willingly moves to a new city in order for him to have a more attractive job,
counting her own friendships and geographical preferences insignificant by com-
parison. She loves her husband, but her conduct is not simply an expression of
love. She is happy, but she does not subordinate herself as a means to happiness.
She does not simply defer to her husband in certain spheres as a trade-off for his
deference in other spheres. On the contrary, she tends not to form her own
interests, values, and ideals; and, when she does, she counts them as less important
than her husband’s. She readily responds to appeals from Women’s Liberation
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AUTONOMY AND SELF-RESPECT

that she agrees that women are mentally and physically equal, if not superior,
to men. She just believes that the proper role for a woman is to serve her family.
As a matter of fact, much of her happiness derives from her belief that she fulfills
this role very well. No one is trampling on her rights, she says; for she is quite
glad, and proud, to serve her husband as she does.

Each one of these cases reflects the attitude which I call servility.” It betrays
the absence of a certain kind of self-respect. What I take this attitude to be,
more specifically, will become clearer later on. It is important ac the outset,
however, not to confuse the three cases sketched above with other, superficially
similar cases. In particular, the cases I have sketched are not simply cases in
which someone refuses to press his rights, speaks disparagingly of himself, or
devotes himself to another. A black, for example, is not necessarily servile because
he does not demand a just wage; for, seeing that such a demand would result
in his being fired, he might forbear for the sake of his children. A self-critical
person is not necessarily servile by virtue of bemoaning his faults in public; for
his behavior may be merely a complex way of satisfying his own inner needs
quite independent of a willingness to accept abuse from others. A woman need
not be servile whenever she works to make her husband happy and prosperous;
for she might freely and knowingly choose to do so from love or from a desire
to share the rewards of his success. If the effort did not require her to submit to
humiliation or maltreatment, her choice would not mark her as servile, There
may, of course, be grounds for objecting to the attitudes in these cases, but the
defect is not servility of the sort I want to consider. It should also be noted that
my cases of servility are not simply instances of deference to superior knowledge
or judgment. To defer to an expert’s judgment on matters of fact is not to be
servile; to defer to his every wish and whim is. Similarly, the belief that one’s
talents and achievements are comparatively low does not, by itself, make one
servile. It is no vice to acknowledge the truth, and one may in fact have achieved
less, and have less ability, than others. To be servile is not simply to hold certain
empirical beliefs but to have a certain attitude concerning one's rightful place
in a moral community.

I1

Are there grounds for regarding the attitudes of the Uncle Tom, the Self-
Deprecator, and the Deferential Wife as morally objectionable? Are there moral

2 Each of the cases is intended to represent only one possible pattern of servility. I make no claims
about how often these patterns are exemplified, nor do I mean to imply that only these patterns
could warrant the labels “Deferential Wife,” “Uncle Tom,” etc. All the more, I do not mean
to imply any comparative judgments about the causes or relative magnitude of the problems of
racial and sexual discrimination. One person, e.g., a self-contemptuous woman with a sense of
racial inferiority, might exemplify features of several patterns at once; and, of course, a person
might view her being a woman the way an Uncle Tom views his being black, etc.

6
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SERVILITY AND SELF-RESPECT

arguments we could give them to show that they ought to have more self-respect?
None of the more obvious replies is entirely satisfactory.

One might, in the first place, adduce utilitarian considerations. Typically the
servile person will be less happy than he might be. Moreover, he may be less
prone to make the best of his own socially useful abilities. He may become a
nuisance to others by being overly dependent. He will, in any case, lose the
special contentment that comes from standing up for one’s rights. A submissive
attitude encourages exploitation, and exploitation spreads misery in a variety of
ways. These considerations provide a prima facie case against the attitudes of the
Uncle Tom, the Deferential Wife, and the Self-Deprecator, but they are hardly
conclusive. Other utilities tend to counterbalance the ones just mentioned. When
people refuse to press their rights, there are usually others who profit. There are
undeniable pleasures in associating with those who are devoted, understanding,
and grateful for whatever we see fit to give them ~ as our fondness for dogs
attests. Even the servile person may find his attitude a source of happiness, as
the case of the Deferential Wife illustrates. There may be comfort and security
in thinking that the hard choices must be made by others, that what I would
say has little to do with what ought to be done. Self-condemnation may bring
relief from che pangs of guilt even if it is not deliberately used for that purpose.
On balance, then, utilitarian considerations may turn out to favor servility as
much as they oppose it.

For those who share my moral intuitions, there is another sort of reason for
not trying to rest a case against servility on utilitarian considerations. Certain
utilities seem irrelevant to the issue. The utilitarian must weigh them along
with others, but to do so seems morally inappropriate. Suppose, for example,
that the submissive attitudes of the Uncle Tom and the Deferential Wife result
in positive utilities for those who dominate and exploit them. Do we need to
tabulate shese utilities before conceding that servility is objectionable? The Uncle
Tom, it seems, is making an error, a moral error, quite apart from consideration
of how much others in fact profit from his attitude. The Deferential Wife may
be quite happy; but if her happiness turns out to be contingent on her distorted
view of her own rights and worth as a person, then it carries little moral weight
against the contention that she ought to change that view. Suppose I could cause
a woman to find her happiness in denying all her rights and serving my every
wish. No doubt I could do so only by nonrational manipulative techniques,
which I ought not to use. But is this the only objection? My efforts would be
wrong, it seems, not only because of the techniques they require but also because
the resultant attitude is itself objectionable. When a person’s happiness stems
from a morally objectionable attitude, it ought to be discounted. That a sadist
gets pleasure from seeing others suffer should not count even as a partial justi-
fication for his attitude. That a servile person derives pleasure from denying her
moral status, for similar reasons, cannot make her attitude acceptable. These
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brief intuitive remarks are not intended as a refutation of utilitarianism, with
all its many varieties, but they do suggest that it is well to look elsewhere
for adequate grounds for rejecting the attitudes of the Uncle Tom, the Self-
Deprecator, and the Deferential Wife.

One might try to appeal to meritarian considerations. That is, one might
argue that the servile person deserves more than he allows himself. This line of
argument, however, is no more adequate than the utilitarian one. It may be
wrong to deny others what they deserve, but it is not so obviously wrong to
demand less for oneself than one deserves. In any case, the Self-Deprecatot’s
problem is not that he underestimates his merits. By hypothesis, he assesses his
merits quite accurately. We cannot reasonably tell him to have more respect for
himself because he deserves more respect; he knows that he has not earned better
treatment. His problem, in fact, is that he thinks of his moral status with regard
to others as entirely dependent upon his merits. His interests and choices are
important, he feels, only if he has earned the right to make demands; or if he
had rights by birth, they were forfeited by his subsequent failures and misdeeds.
My Self-Deptecator is no doubt an atypical person, but nevertheless he illustrates
an important point. Normally when we find a self-contemptuous person, we can
plausibly argue that he is not so bad as he thinks, that his self-contempt is
an overreaction prompted more by inner needs than by objective assessment of
his merits. Because this argument cannot work with the Self-Deprecator, his
case draws attention to a distinction, applicable in other cases as well, between
saying that someone deserves respect for his merits and saying that he is owed
respect as a person. On meritarian grounds we can only say “You deserve better
than this,” but the defect of the servile person is not merely failure to recognize
his merits.

Other common arguments against the Uncle Tom, et al., may have some force
but seem not to strike to the heart of the problem. For example, philosophers
sometimes appeal to the value of human potentialities. As a human being, it is
said, one at least has a capacity for rationality, morality, excellence, or autonomy,
and this capacity is worthy of respect., Although such arguments have the merit
of making respect independent of a person’s actual deserts, they seem quite
misplaced in some cases. There comes a time when we have sufficient evidence
that a person is not ever going to e rational, moral, excellent, or autonomous
even if he still has a capacity, in some sense, for being so. As a person approaches
death with an atrocious record so far, the chances of his realizing his diminishing
capacities become increasingly slim. To make these capacities the basis of his
self-respect is to rest it on a shifting and unstable ground. We do, of course,
respect persons for capacities which they are not exercising at the moment; for
example, I might respect a person as a good philosopher even though he is just
now blundering into gross confusion. In these cases, however, we respect the
person for an active capacity, a ready disposition, which he had displayed on

8

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org


http://www.cambridge.org/0521397723
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-0-521-39772-8 - Autonomy and Self-Respect
Thomas E. Hill

Excerpt

More information

SERVILITY AND SELF-RESPECT

many occasions. On this analogy, a person should have respect for himself only
when his capacities are developed and ready, needing only to be triggered by an
appropriate occasion or the removal of some temporary obstacle. The Uncle Tom
and the Deferential Wife, however, may in fact have quite limited capacities of
this sort, and, since the Self-Deprecator is already overly concerned with his own
inadequacies, drawing attention to his capacities seems a poor way to increase
his self-respect. In any case, setting aside the Kantian nonempirical capacity for
autonomy, the capacities of different persons vary widely; but what the servile
person seems to overlook is something by virtue of which he is equal with every
other person.

111

Why, then, is servility a moral defect? There is, I think, another sort of answer
which is worth exploring. The first part of this answer must be an attempt to
isolate the objectionable features of the servile person; later we can ask why these
features are objectionable. As a step in this direction, let us examine again our
three paradigm cases. The moral defect in each case, 1 suggest, is a failure to
understand and acknowledge one’s own moral rights. I assume, without argument
here, that each person has moral rights.* Some of these rights may be basic
human rights; that is, rights for which a person needs only to be human to
qualify. Other rights will be derivative and contingent upon his special com-
mitments, institutional affiliations, etc. Most rights will be prima facie ones;
some may be absolute. Most can be waived under appropriate conditions; perhaps
some cannot. Many rights can be forfeited; but some, presumably, cannot. The
servile person does not, strictly speaking, violate his own rights. At least in our
paradigm cases he fails to acknowledge fully his own moral status because he
does not fully understand what his rights are, how they can be waived, and when
they can be forfeited.

The defect of the Uncle Tom, for example, is that he displays an attitude that
denies his moral equality with whites. He does not realize, or apprehend in an
effective way, that he has as much right to a decent wage and a share of political
power as any comparable white. His gratitude is misplaced; he accepts benefits
which are his by right as if they were gifts. The Self-Deprecator is servile in a
more complex way. He acts as if he has forfeited many important rights which
in fact he has not. He does not understand, or fully realize in his own case, that
certain rights to fair and decent treatment do not have to be earned. He sees his

3 As will become evident, 1 am also presupposing some form of cognitive or “naturalistic” inter-
pretation of rights. If, to accommodate an emotivist or prescriptivist, we set aside talk of moral
knowledge and ignorance, we might construct a somewhat analogous case against servility from
the point of view of those who adopt principles ascribing rights to all; but the argument, I
suspect, would be more complex and less persuasive.
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merits clearly enough, but he fails to see that what he can expect from others is
not merely a function of his merits. The Deferential Wife szys that she understands
her rights vis-a-vis her husband, but what she fails to appreciate is that her
consent to serve him is a valid waiver of her rights only under certain conditions.
If her consent is coerced, say, by the lack of viable options for women in her
society, then her consent is worth little. If socially fostered ignorance of her own
talents and alternatives is responsible for her consent, then her consent should
not count as a fully legitimate waiver of her right to equal consideration within
the marriage. All the more, her consent to defer constantly to her husband is
not a legitimate secting aside of her rights if it results from her mistaken belief
that she has a moral duty to do so. (Recall: “The proper role for a woman is to
serve her family.”) If she believes that she has a duty to defer to her husband,
then, whatever she may say, she cannot fully understand that she has a right not
to defer to him. When she says that she freely gives up such a right, she is
confused. Her confusion is rather like that of a person who has been persuaded
by an unscrupulous lawyer that it is legally incumbent on him to refuse a jury
trial but who nevertheless tells the judge that he understands that he has a right
to a jury trial and freely waives it. He does not really understand what it is to
have and freely give up the right if he thinks that it would be an offense for him
to exercise it.

Insofar as servility results from moral ignorance or confusion, it need not be
something for which a person is to blame. Even self-reproach may be inappro-
priate; for at the time a person is in ignorance he cannot feel guilty about his
servility, and later he may conclude that his ignorance was unavoidable. In some
cases, however, a person might reasonably believe that he should have known
better. If, for example, the Deferential Wife’s confusion about her rights resulted
from a motivated resistance to drawing the implications of her own basic moral
principles, then later she might find some ground for self-reproach. Whether
blameworthy or not, servility could still be morally objectionable at least in the
sense that it ought to be discouraged, that social conditions which nourish it
should be reformed, and the like. Not all morally undesirable features of a person
are ones for which he is responsible, but that does not mean that they are defects
merely from an aesthetic or prudential point of view.

In our paradigm cases, 1 have suggested, servility is a kind of deferential
attitude towards others resulting from ignorance or misunderstanding of one’s
moral rights. A sufficient remedy, one might think, would be moral enlight-
enment. Suppose, however, that our servile persons come to know their rights
but do not substantially alter their behavior. Are they not still servile in an
objectionable way? One might even think that reproach is more appropriate now
because they know what they are doing.

The problem, unfortunately, is not as simple as it may appear. Much depends
on what they tolerate and why. Let us set aside cases in which a person merely

10

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521397723
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org



