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1. Introduction

Beyond Price collects my essays in bioethics, most of which are unified by a
rejection of the prevailing egoistic voluntarism about ending one’s own life
and creating new ones — that is, about suicide and procreation.

Many now believe that it is not only permissible but virtuous to “take
control” of one’s death and to exercise that control when life is no longer
“worth it”. Feature articles in the press celebrate the courage of people who
commit suicide because the benefits of longevity no longer repay them for
the burdens of old age. And society is happy to be relieved of responsibility
for euthanasia by those who take the initiative to self-euthanize.

In three essays (“Against the Right to Die?”, “A Right of Self-
Termination?”, and “Beyond Price”), I argue that having control over one’s
death is itself a burden, and that the calculation of benefits and burdens
is in any case inadequate to guide a decision in which the value of the
person is at stake. I ultimately arrive at the conclusion that the choice of
death should be guided not by self-interest but by love — which, I believe,
regards the intact rational capacity to make the choice as a reason for not
making it, at least not yet.

Procreation is another site for the self-interested assertion of will, as
infertile couples and single women create children by buying gametes
from anonymous strangers. Although a large segment of our society denies
that whether to abort a pregnancy is a private decision, there is oddly no
party platform denying that it's a private decision whether to have a child.
I say “oddly” because what makes the privacy of abortion so controversial
— that is, disagreement as to whether there is another person involved
— should make it uncontroversial that procreation is not private. There
obviously is another person involved: the child.

No doubt, the living child is left out of account because it receives what
the aborted fetus is denied, the so-called gift of life. I contend that life is not
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2 Beyond Price

a gift, and that “giving” it to a child is wrong if the child will be severed
from half of its ancestry. Defending this contention requires some careful
reasoning about personal identity and nonexistence, which I undertake
over the course of four essays (“Family History” and the three parts of
“Persons in Prospect”).

These seven essays are informed by Kantian and Aristotelian thought,
though they are hardly faithful to the theories of Kant or Aristotle. The
operative Kantian thought is expressed in this volume’s title. The thought
is that rational nature is “beyond price” in the sense that it must not be
weighed against self-interest. I expand on this thought by arguing that
rational nature merits not only Kantian respect but also love, which is
continuous with respect, in my view. The Aristotelian thought is that
a person’s good is that which it makes sense to want out of friendship-
love for the person, and what it makes sense to want out of love is that the
person fully express his or her capacities.

The subsequent three essays in the collection are about the harm
of death. Over the twenty-odd years between the earliest paper in the
collection (“Well-Being and Time”) and the latest (“Dying”), my attitude
toward death has gradually changed. I no longer think that the question of
how to feel about death has a single right answer. Although I don’t point
it out in the essays themselves, Part III of “Persons in Prospect” provides
the foundations for my conclusion in “Dying” that a single answer is
unnecessary.

Although bioethics is usually classified under the heading of applied
ethics, these essays are not “applied” in the usual sense. I don’t propose
or defend any particular policies, much less legislation, on the issues that
I discuss. Nor do I deal with the specifics of decision-making in particular
cases. Although I argue that, other things being equal, children should
know and be reared by their biological parents, I don’t go into the many
possible degrees of knowledge, or the possible variations of child-rearing
arrangements. In the case of assisted suicide, I even argue that philosophy
cannot penetrate to the level of guiding particular decisions.

In writing about these topics, I aim rather to figure out how to think
about them, not what to think at the level of practical application. My topic
is not metaethics, it's not applied ethics, and it’s not normative ethics, either
— not, at least, if normative ethics is the comparative study of normative
theories such as utilitarianism, Kant's categorical imperative, and virtue
ethics. I think of my topic as the foundations of applied ethics, the goal being
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to better understand the underlying notions of personhood, parenthood,
autonomy, well-being, and so on, with an eye to how those notions will
apply to practice in general.

Insofar as my views have practical consequences, they have sometimes
been described as conservative, in the political sense of the word. For what
it's worth, my political sympathies are liberal. No doubt they influence my
philosophical views, but philosophy sometimes leads me to conclusions
that, however liberal in my eyes, are disdained by members of my political
party. Those are the conclusions to which I prefer to devote my intellectual
efforts, because they are more interesting to me than the ones on which
I follow the party line. To that extent, I am a contrarian — not because I
seek out perverse conclusions but rather because I find philosophy most
interesting when it leads to conclusions that seem perverse, and I choose
to write about what interests me. As Bertrand Russell said, “The point
of philosophy is to start with something so simple as not to seem worth
stating, and to end with something so paradoxical that no one will believe
it.”! Arguing for the obvious is not worthy of a philosopher’s time.

The last essay in the collection is about life-writing — biography and
autobiography — and it concludes with some autobiography of my own.
I have the nagging sense that my mixing autobiography with philosophy,
always self-indulgent, is sometimes unfair. I commit the fallacy of
argumentum ad misericordiam by revealing unfortunate parts of my life
history, as if soliciting philosophical agreement by appealing for personal
sympathy. All I can say in my own defense is that I have included a lot
of happy autobiography in my work, as in “Family History”, and that I
actually regard all of my writing as autobiographical. Although I write
about what it is like to be a human being, I am always aware of writing
only about what it is like for me.

I have many debts to students and colleagues who commented on these
papers and to institutions that invited me to present them. Those debts are
acknowledged in the first footnote of each chapter (which also indicates
whether I have made revisions beyond minor editorial emendations). I am
indebted to my copyeditor, Katherine Duke, for transforming an unruly
mob of documents into a well-behaved manuscript. And it has been a
pleasure to work with Rupert Gatti, Alessandra Tosi, and Ben Fried on my
second book with Open Book Publishers.

1 The Philosophy of Logical Atomism (Abingdon: Routledge Classics, 2010), p. 20.






2. Against the Right to Die'

In this chapter I argue that a widely recognized right to die would have the
paradoxical effect of harming some people who never exercise it as well as
some who exercise it and are better off for doing so. Even more paradoxically,
recognition of such a right would make it difficult if not impossible to define
a class of people to whom it should be accorded in practice.

My arguments do not lead me to conclude that there is no universal
right to die. Maybe there are some rights whose recognition is harmful to
many people and whose proper subjects cannot practically be identified.
Moreover, I do believe that some people are morally entitled to help in
dying. What I do not believe is that this entitlement can or should be
recognized as a universal right.

Although I believe in our obligation to facilitate some deaths, I want to
dissociate myself from some of the arguments that are frequently offered
for such an obligation. These arguments, like many arguments in medical

1 The present chapter has been supplemented and in many respects superseded by my “A
Right of Self-Termination?”, chapter 3 of this volume, and “Beyond Price”, chapter 4. It
is an extensively revised version of a paper that was originally published in The Journal
of Medicine & Philosophy 17 (1992): 665-681, http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/jmp/17.6.665. A
subsequent version appeared in the second edition of Ethics in Practice: An Anthology, ed.
High LaFollette (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 2014), pp. 96-100. That chapter began
as a comment on a paper by Dan W. Brock, presented at the Central Division of the APA
in 1991. See his “Voluntary Active Euthanasia” (The Hastings Center Report 22 [1992]:
10-22; reprinted in Life and Death: Philosophical Essays in Biomedical Ethics [Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1993], pp. 202-234). I received help in writing that paper
from Dan Brock, Elizabeth Anderson, David Hills, Yale Kamisar, and Patricia White.

http://dx.doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0061.02
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ethics, rely on terms borrowed from Kantian moral theory — terms such
as ‘dignity’ and ‘autonomy’. Various kinds of life-preserving treatment
are said to violate a patient’s dignity or to detain him in an undignified
state; and the patient’s right of autonomy is said to require that we respect
his competent and considered wishes, including a wish to die. There may
or may not be some truth in each of these claims. Yet when we evaluate
such claims, we must not assume that terms like ‘dignity” and ‘autonomy’
always express the same concepts, or carry the same normative force, as
they do in a particular moral theory.

When Kant speaks, for example, of the dignity that belongs to persons
by virtue of their rational nature, and that places them beyond all price,*
he is not invoking anything that requires the ability to walk unaided, to
feed oneself, or to control one’s bowels. Hence the dignity invoked in
discussions of medical ethics — a status supposedly threatened by physical
deterioration and dependency — cannot be the status whose claim on our
moral concern is so fundamental to Kantian thought. We must therefore
ask whether this other sort of dignity, whatever it may be, embodies a
value that’s equally worthy of protection.

My worry, in particular, is that the word ‘dignity” is sometimes used to
dignify, so to speak, our culture’s obsession with independence, physical
strength, and youth. To my mind, the dignity defined by these values —
a dignity that is ultimately incompatible with being cared for at all — is a
dignity not worth having.?

I have similar worries about the values expressed by the phrase ‘patient
autonomy’, for there are two very different senses in which a person’s
autonomy can become a value for us. On the one hand, we can obey the
categorical imperative, by declining to act for reasons that we could not
rationally propose as valid for all rational beings, including those who are
affected by our action, such as the patient. What we value in that case is
the patent’s capacity for self-determination, and we value it in a particular
way — namely, by according it respect. We respect the patient’s autonomy
by regarding the necessity of sharing our reasons with him, among others,
as a constraint on what decisions we permit ourselves to reach.

2 Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals, trans. H. J. Paton (New York:
Harper & Row, 1964), p. 102.

3 HereIecho some excellent remarks on the subject by Felicia Ackerman in “No, Thanks, I
Don’t Want to Die with Dignity”, Providence Journal-Bulletin, April 19, 1990. I discuss the
issue of “dying with dignity” in “A Right of Self-Termination?”.
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On the other hand, we can value the patient’s autonomy by making it
our goal to maximize his effective options. What we value, in that case, is
not the patient’s capacity but his opportunities for self-determination — his
having choices to make and the means with which to implement them; and
we value these opportunities for self-determination by regarding them as
goods — as objects of desire and pursuit rather than respect.

These two ways of valuing autonomy are fundamentally different.
Respecting people’s autonomy, in the Kantian sense, is not just a matter of
giving them effective options. To make our own decisions only for reasons
that we could rationally share with others is not necessarily to give them
decisions to make, nor is it to give them the means to implement their
actual decisions.*

As with the term ‘dignity’, then, we must not assume that the term
‘autonomy’ is always being used in the sense made familiar by Kantian
moral theory; and we must therefore ask ourselves what sort of autonomy
is being invoked, and whether it is indeed something worthy of our moral
concern. I believe that, as with the term ‘dignity’, the answer to the latter
question may be “no” in some cases, including the case of the right to die.

II

Despite my qualms about the use of Kantian language to justify euthanasia,
I do believe that euthanasia can be justified, and on Kantian grounds. In
particular, I believe that respect for a person’s dignity, properly conceived,
can require us to facilitate his death when that dignity is being irremediably
compromised. I also believe, however, that a person’s dignity can be so
compromised only by circumstances that are likely to compromise his
capacity for fully rational and autonomous decision-making. So although I
do not favor euthanizing people against their wills, of course, neither do I
favor a policy of euthanizing people for the sake of deferring to their wills,
since I think that people’s wills are usually impaired in the circumstances
required to make euthanasia permissible. The sense in which I oppose a
right to die, then, is that I oppose treating euthanasia as a protected option
for the patient.

4 I discuss this issue further in “Love as a Moral Emotion”, Ethics 109 (1999): 338-374, pp.
356-358, esp. nn. 69, 72. That paper was reprinted in Self to Self: Selected Essays (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2005), pp. 70-109.
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One reason for my opposition is the associated belief (also Kantian)
that so long as patients are fully competent to exercise an option of being
euthanized, their doing so would be immoral, in the majority of cases,
because their dignity as persons would still be intact. I discuss this argument
elsewhere, but I do not return to it in the present paper.’ In this paper I
discuss a second reason for opposing euthanasia as a protected option for
the patient. This reason, unlike the first, is consequentialist.

What consequentialist arguments could there be against giving the
option of euthanasia to patients? One argument, of course, would be that
giving this option to patients, even under carefully defined conditions,
would entail providing euthanasia to some patients for whom it would be
a harm rather than a benefit.° This argument depends on the assumption
that patients granted a right to die might mistakenly choose to die when
they would be better off living. My argument makes no such assumption.

In order to demonstrate that I am not primarily worried about mistaken
requests to die, I shall assume, from this point forward, that patients are
infallible, and that euthanasia would therefore be chosen only by those for
whom it would be a benefit. Even so, I believe, the recognition of a right
to die would harm many patients, by increasing their autonomy in a sense
that is not only un-Kantian but also highly undesirable.

This belief is sometimes expressed in public debate, although it is rarely
developed in any detail. Here, for example, is Yale Kamisar’s argument
against “Euthanasia Legislation”:”

Is this the kind of choice ... that we want to offer a gravely ill person? Will
we not sweep up, in the process, some who are not really tired of life, but
think others are tired of them; some who do not really want to die, but who
feel they should not live on, because to do so when there looms the legal
alternative of euthanasia is to do a selfish or a cowardly act? Will not some
feel an obligation to have themselves “eliminated”...?

Note that these considerations do not, strictly speaking, militate against
euthanasia itself. Rather, they militate against a particular decision
procedure for euthanasia — namely, the procedure of placing the choice
of euthanasia in the patient’s hands. What Kamisar is questioning in this

5 See “A Right of Self-Termination?” and “Beyond Price”, chapters 3 and 4 of this volume.

6 See Yale Kamisar, “Euthanasia Legislation: Some Non-Religious Objections”, in
Euthanasia and the Right to Death: The Case for Voluntary Euthanasia, ed. A. B. Downing
(New York: Humanities Press, 1970), pp. 85-133.

7 Ibid., p. 95.
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passage is, not the practice of helping some patients to die, but rather the
practice of asking them to choose whether to die. The feature of legalized
euthanasia that troubles him is precisely its being an option offered to
patients — the very feature for which it’s touted, by its proponents, as an
enhancement of patients’ autonomy. Kamisar’s remark thus betrays the
suspicion that this particular enhancement of one’s autonomy is not to be
welcomed.

But what exactly is the point of Kamisar’'s rhetorical questions? The
whole purpose of giving people choices, surely, is to allow those choices
to be determined by their reasons and preferences rather than ours.
Kamisar may think that finding one’s life tiresome is a good reason for
dying, whereas thinking that others find one tiresome is not. But if others
honestly think otherwise, why should we stand in their way? Whose life is
it anyway?

III

A theoretical framework for addressing this question can be found in
Thomas Schelling’s book The Strategy of Conflict,® and in Gerald Dworkin’s
paper “Is More Choice Better than Less?”® These authors have shown that
our intuitions about the value of options are often mistaken, and their work
can help us to understand the point of arguments like Kamisar’s.

We are inclined to think that, unless we are likely to make mistakes about
whether to exercise an option (as I am assuming we are not), the value
of having the option is as high as the value of exercising it and no lower
than zero. Exercising an option can of course be worse than nothing, if it
causes harm. But if we are not prone to mistakes, then we will not exercise
a harmful option; and we tend to think that simply having the unexercised
option cannot be harmful. And insofar as exercising an option would make
us better off than we are, having the option must have made us better off
than we were before we had it — or so we tend to think.

What Schelling showed, however, is that having an option can be harmful
even if we do not exercise it and — more surprisingly — even if we exercise it
and gain by doing so. Schelling’s examples of this phenomenon were drawn
primarily from the world of negotiation, where the only way to induce one’s

8 Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1960.
9 Midwest Studies in Philosophy 7 (1982): 47-61.
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opponent to settle for less may be by proving that one doesn’t have the option
of giving him more. Schelling pointed out that in such circumstances, a lack
of options can be an advantage. The union leader who cannot persuade his
membership to approve a pay cut, or the ambassador who cannot contact
his head of state for a change of brief, negotiates from a position of strength,
whereas the negotiator for whom all concessions are possible deals from
weakness. If the rank and file give their leader the option of offering a pay
cut, then management may not settle for anything less, whereas they might
have settled for less if he hadn’t had the option of making the offer. The
union leader will then have to decide whether to take the option and reach
an agreement or to leave the option and call a strike. But no matter which of
these outcomes would make him better off, choosing it will still leave him
worse off than he would have been if he had never had the option at all.

Dworkin has expanded on Schelling’s point by exploring other respects
in which options can be undesirable. Just as options can subject one to
pressure from an opponent in negotiation, for example, they can subject one
to pressure from other sources as well. The night cashier in a convenience
store doesn’t want the option of opening the safe — and not because he
fears that he’d make mistakes about when to open it. It is precisely because
the cashier would know when he’d better open the safe that his having the
option would make him an attractive target for robbers; and it's because
having the option would make him a target for robbers that he’d be better
off without it. The cashier who finds himself opening the safe at gunpoint
can consistently think that he’s doing what’s best while wishing that he’d
never been given the option of doing it.

Options can be undesirable, then, because they subject one to various
kinds of pressure; but they can be undesirable for other reasons, too.
Offering someone an alternative to the status quo makes two outcomes
possible for him, but neither of them is the outcome that was possible
before. He can now choose the status quo or choose the alternative, but he
can no longer have the status quo without choosing it. And having the status
quo by default may have been what was best for him, even though choosing
the status quo is now worst. If I invite you to a dinner party, I leave you the
possibilities of choosing to come or choosing to stay away; but deprive you
of something that you otherwise would have had — namely, the possibility
of being absent from my table by default, as you are on all other occasions.
Surely, preferring to accept an invitation is consistent with wishing you
had never received it. These attitudes are consistent because refusing to
attend a party is a different outcome from not attending without having to
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refuse; and even if the former of these outcomes is worse than attending,
the latter may still have been better. Having choices can thus deprive one
of desirable outcomes whose desirability depends on their being unchosen.

The offer of an option can also be undesirable because of what it
expresses. To offer a student the option of receiving remedial instruction
after class is to imply that he is not keeping up. If the student needs help
but doesn’t know it, the offer may clue him in. But even if the student does
not need any help to begin with, the offer may so undermine his confidence
that he will need help before long. In the latter case, the student may
ultimately benefit from accepting the offer, even though he would have
been better off not receiving it at all.

Note that in each of these cases, a person can be harmed by having a
choice even if he chooses what’s best for him. Once the option of offering
a concession has undermined one’s bargaining position, once the option of
opening the safe has made one the target of a robbery, once the invitation to
a party has eliminated the possibility of absence by default, once the offer
of remedial instruction has implied that one needs it — in short, once one
has been offered a problematic choice — one’s situation has already been
altered for the worse, and choosing what’s best cannot remedy the harm
that one has already suffered. Choosing what’s best in these cases is simply
a way of cutting one’s losses.

Note, finally, that we cannot always avoid burdening people with options
by offering them a second-order option as to which options they are to be
offered. If issuing you an invitation to dinner would put you in an awkward
position, then asking you whether you want to be invited would usually do
so as well; if offering you the option of remedial instruction would send you
a message, then so would asking you whether you'd like that option. In order
to avoid doing harm, then, we are sometimes required, not only to withhold
options, but also to take the initiative for withholding them.

v

Of course, the options that I have discussed can also be unproblematic for
many people in many circumstances. Sometimes one has good reason to
welcome a dinner invitation or an offer of remedial instruction. Similarly,
some patients will welcome the option of euthanasia, and rightly so. The
problem is how to offer the option only to those patients who will have
reason to welcome it. Arguments like Kamisar’s are best understood, I
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think, as warning that the option of euthanasia may unavoidably be offered
to some who will be harmed simply by having the option, even if they go
on to choose what is best.

I think that the option of euthanasia may harm some patients in all of
the ways canvassed above; but I will focus my attention on only a few of
those ways. The most important way in which the option of euthanasia may
harm patients, I think, is that it will deny them the possibility of staying
alive by default.

Now, the idea of surviving by default will be anathema to existentialists,
who will insist that the choice between life and death is a choice that we
have to make every day, perhaps every moment.”” Yet even if there is a
deep, philosophical sense in which we do continually choose to go on
living, it is not reflected in our ordinary self-understanding. That is, we
do not ordinarily think of ourselves or others as continually rejecting the
option of suicide and staying alive by choice. Thus, even if the option of
euthanasia won’t alter a patient’s existential situation, it will certainly alter
the way in which his situation is generally perceived. And changes in the
perception of a patient’s situation will be sufficient to produce many of the
problems that Schelling and Dworkin have described, since those problems
are often created not just by having options but by being seen to have them.

Once a person is given the choice between life and death, he will rightly
be perceived as the agent of his own survival. Whereas his existence is
ordinarily viewed as a given for him — as a fixed condition with which he
must cope — formally offering him the option of euthanasia will cause his
existence thereafter to be viewed as his doing.

The problem with this perception is that if others regard you as choosing
a state of affairs, they will hold you responsible for it; and if they hold
you responsible for a state of affairs, they can ask you to justify it. Hence,
if people ever come to regard you as existing by choice, they may expect
you to justify your continued existence. If your daily arrival in the office is
interpreted as meaning that you have once again declined to kill yourself,
you may feel obliged to arrive with an answer to the question “Why not?”

I think that our perception of one another’s existence as a given is
so deeply ingrained that we can hardly imagine what life would be like
without it. When someone shows impatience or displeasure with us, we
jokingly say, “Well, excuse me for living!” But imagine that it were no joke;

10 The locus classicus for this point is, of course, Albert Camus’s essay “The Myth of
Sisyphus”, in The Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays, trans. Justin O’Brien (New York:
Vintage Books, 1956), pp. 88-91.
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imagine that living were something for which one might reasonably be
thought to need an excuse. The burden of justifying one’s existence might
make existence unbearable — and hence unjustifiable.

\Y%

I assume that people care, and are right to care, about whether they can
justify their choices to others. Of course, this concern can easily seem
like slavishness or neurotic insecurity; but it should not be dismissed too
lightly. Our ability to justify our choices to the people around us is what
enables us to sustain the role of rational agent in our dealings with them;
and it is therefore essential to our remaining, in their eyes, eligible partners
in cooperation and conversation, or appropriate objects of respect.

Retaining one’s status as a person among others is especially important
to those who are ill or infirm. I imagine that when illness or infirmity denies
one the rewards of independent activity, then the rewards of personal
intercourse may be all that make life worth living. To the ill or infirm, then,
the ability to sustain the role of rational person may rightly seem essential
to retaining what remains of value in life. Being unable to account for one’s
choices may seem to entail the risk of being perceived as unreasonable — as
not worth reasoning with — and consequently being cut off from meaningful
intercourse with others, which is life’s only remaining consolation.

Forcing a patient to take responsibility for his continued existence may
therefore be tantamount to confronting him with the following prospect:
unless he can explain, to the satisfaction of others, why he chooses to exist,
his only remaining reasons for existence may vanish.

VI

Unfortunately, our culture is extremely hostile to any attempt at justifying
an existence of passivity and dependence. The burden of proof will lie
heavily on the patient who thinks that his terminal illness or chronic
disability is not a sufficient reason for dying.

What is worse, the people with whom a patient wants to maintain
intercourse, and to whom he therefore wants to justify his choices, are
often in a position to incur several financial and emotional costs from
any prolongation of his life. Many of the reasons in favor of his death are
therefore likely to be exquisitely salient in their minds. I believe that some
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of these people may actively pressure the patient to exercise the option of
dying. (Students who hear me say this usually object that no one would
ever do such a thing. My reply is that no one would ever do such a thing as
abuse his own children or parents — except that some people do).

In practice, however, friends and relatives of a patient will not have to
utter a word of encouragement, much less exert any overt pressure, once
the option of euthanasia is offered. For in the discussion of a subject so
hedged by taboos and inhibitions, the patient will have to make some
assumptions about what they think and how they feel, irrespective of what
they say." And the rational assumption for him to make will be that they
are especially sensible of the considerations in favor of his exercising the
option.

Thus, even if a patient antecedently believes that his life is worth living,
he may have good reason to assume that many of the people around him
do not, and that his efforts to convince them will be frustrated by prevailing
opinions about lives like his, or by the biases inherent in their perspective.
Indeed, he can reasonably assume that the offer of euthanasia is itself
an expression of attitudes that are likely to frustrate his efforts to justify
declining it. He can therefore assume that his refusal to take the option
of euthanasia will threaten his standing as a rational person in the eyes of
friends and family, thereby threatening the very things that make his life
worthwhile. This patient may rationally judge that he’s better off taking the
option of euthanasia, even though he would have been best off not having
the option at all.

Establishing a right to die in our culture may thus be like establishing
a right to duel in a culture obsessed with personal honor."? If someone
defended the right to duel by arguing that a duel is a private transaction
between consenting adults, he would have missed the point of laws against
dueling. What makes it rational for someone to throw down or pick up a
gauntlet may be the social costs of choosing not to, costs that result from
failing to duel only if one fails to duel by choice. Such costs disappear if
the choice of dueling can be taken off the table. By eliminating the option
of dueling (if we can), we eliminate the reasons that make it rational for

11 See Thomas C. Schelling, “Strategic Relationships in Dying”, in Choice and Consequence:
Perspectives of an Errant Economist (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984), pp.
147-157.

12 For this analogy, see Lance K. Stell, “Dueling and the Right to Life”, Ethics 90 (1979):
7-26. Stell argues — implausibly, in my view — that one has the right to die for the same
reason that one has a right to duel.
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people to duel in most cases. To restore the option of dueling would be to
give people reasons for dueling that they didn’t previously have. Similarly,
I believe, to offer the option of dying may be to give people new reasons
for dying.

VII

Do not attempt to refute this argument against the right to die by labeling
it paternalistic. The argument is not paternalistic — at least, not in any
derogatory sense of the word. Paternalism, in the derogatory sense, is the
policy of saving people from self-inflicted harms by denying them options
that they might exercise unwisely. Such a policy is distasteful because it
expresses a lack of respect for others” ability to make their own decisions.

But my argument is not paternalistic in this sense. My reason for
withholding the option of euthanasia is not that others cannot be trusted
to exercise it wisely. On the contrary, I have assumed from the outset that
patients will be infallible in their deliberations. What I have argued is
not that people to whom we offer the option of euthanasia might harm
themselves but rather that in offering them this option, we will do them
harm. My argument is therefore based on a simple policy of nonmalfeasance
rather than on the policy of paternalism. I am arguing that we must not
harm others by giving them choices, not that we must withhold the choices
from them lest they harm themselves.

Of course, harming some people by giving them choices may be
unavoidable if we cannot withhold those choices from them without
unjustly withholding the same choices from others. If a significant number
of patients were both competent and morally entitled to choose euthanasia,
then we might be obligated to make that option available even if, in doing
so, we would inevitably give it to some who would be harmed by having
it. Consider here a closely related option.”” People are morally entitled
to refuse treatment, because they are morally entitled not to be drugged,
punctured, or irradiated against their wills — in short, not to be assaulted.
Protecting the right not to be assaulted entails giving some patients what
amounts to the option of ending their lives. And for some subset of these
patients, having the option of ending their lives by refusing treatment

13 The analogy is suggested, in the form of an objection to my arguments, by Dan Brock in
“Voluntary Active Euthanasia”.
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may be just as harmful as having the option of electing active euthanasia.
Nevertheless, these harms must be tolerated as an inevitable byproduct of
protecting the right not to be assaulted.

Similarly, if I believed that people had a moral right to end their lives,
I would not entertain consequentialist arguments against protecting that
right. But I don’t believe in such a moral right, for reasons to which I have
briefly alluded but cannot fully expound in this chapter. My willingness to
entertain the arguments expounded here thus depends on reasons that are
explained elsewhere.!

VIII

Ihave been assuming, in deference to existentialists, that a right to die would
not alter the options available to a patient but would, at most, alter the social
perception of his options. What would follow, however, if we assumed that
death was not ordinarily a genuine option? In that case, offering someone
the choice of euthanasia would not only cause his existence to be perceived
as his responsibility; it would actually cause his existence to become his
responsibility for the first time. And this new responsibility might entail
new and potentially burdensome obligations.

That options can be undesirable because they entail obligations is a
familiar principle in one area of everyday life — namely, the practice of
offering, accepting, and declining gifts and favors. When we decline a gift
or a favor that someone has spontaneously offered, we deny him an option:
the option of providing us with a particular benefit. And our reason for
declining is often that he could not have the option of providing the benefit
without being obligated to exercise that option. Indeed, we sometimes feel
obligated, on our part, to decline a benefit precisely in order to prevent
someone from being obligated, on his part, to provide it.”> We thus recognize
that giving or leaving someone the option of providing a benefit to us may
be a way of harming him, by burdening him with an obligation.

14 See my “Right of Self-Termination?” and “Beyond Price”, chapters 3 and 4 of this
volume.

15 Of course, there are many other reasons for declining gifts and favors, such as pride,
embarrassment, or a desire not to be in someone else’s debt. My point is simply that
there are cases in which these reasons are absent and a very different reason is present
— namely, our desire not to burden someone else with obligations.
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When we decline a gift or favor, our would-be benefactor sometimes
protests in language similar to that used by proponents of the right to die.
“I know what I'm doing”, he says, “and no one is twisting my arm. It’s
my money [or whatever], and I want you to have it.” If he’s unaware of
the lurking allusion, he might even put it like this: “Whose money is it,
anyway?”

Well, it is his money (or whatever); and we do believe that he’s entitled
to dispose of his money as he likes. Yet his right of personal autonomy in
disposing of his money doesn’t always require that we let him dispose of it
on us. We are entitled — and, as I have suggested, sometimes obligated —
to restrict his freedom in spending his money for our benefit, insofar as that
freedom may entail burdensome obligations.

The language in which favors are declined is equally interesting as that
in which they are offered. What we often say when declining a favor is, “I
can’t let you do that for me: it would be too much to ask.” The phrase ‘too
much to ask’ is interesting because it is used only when we haven’t in fact
asked for anything. Precisely because the favor in question would be too
much to ask, we haven’t asked for it, and now our prospective benefactor is
offering it spontaneously. Why, then, do we give our reason for not having
solicited the favor as a reason for declining when it’s offered unsolicited?

The answer, I think, is that we recognize how little distance there is
between permitting someone to do us a favor and asking him to do it.
Because leaving someone the option of doing us a favor can place him
under an obligation to do it, it has all the consequences of asking for the
favor. To say “I'm leaving you the option of helping me, but I'm not asking
you to help” is to draw a distinction without a difference, since options can
be just as burdensome as requests.

IX

Clearly, a patient’s decision to die will sometimes be a gift or a favor
bestowed on loved ones whose financial or emotional resources are
being drained by his condition. And clearly, death is the sort of gift that
one might well want to decline, by denying others the option of giving
it. Yet protections for the option of euthanasia would in effect protect the
option of giving this gift, and they would thereby prevent the prospective
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beneficiaries from declining it. Recognizing a right to die would thus be
tantamount to adopting the view that death is never too much to ask.

I don’t pretend to understand fully the ethics of gifts and favors. It's one
of those subjects that gets neglected in philosophical ethics, perhaps because
it has more to do with the supererogatory than the obligatory. One question
that puzzles me is whether we are permitted to restrict people’s freedom to
benefit us in ways that require no active participation on our part. Someone
cannot successfully give us a gift, in most cases, unless we cooperate by
taking it into our possession; and denying someone the option of giving us
a gift usually consists of refusing to do our part in the transaction. But what
about cases in which someone can do us a good turn without any cooperation
from us? To what extent are we entitled to decline the favor by means of
restrictions on his behavior rather than omissions in ours?

Another question, of course, is whether we wouldn't, in fact, play some
part in the deaths of patients who received socially sanctioned euthanasia.
Would a medically assisted or supervised death be a gift that we truly took
no part in accepting? What if “we” — the intended beneficiary of the gift
— were society as a whole, the body that recognized the right to die and
perhaps even trained physicians in its implementation? Surely, establishing
the right to die is tantamount to saying, to those who might contemplate
dying for the social good, that such favors will never be refused.

These considerations, inconclusive though they are, show how the
theoretical framework developed by Schelling and Dworkin might support

VA7

remarks like Kamisar's about patients’ “obligation to have themselves
‘eliminated”. The worry that a right to die would become an obligation to
die is of a piece with other worries about euthanasia, not in itself, but as a

problematic option for the patient.

X

As I have said, I favor euthanasia in some cases. And of course, I believe
that euthanasia must not be administered to competent patients without
their consent. To that extent, I think that the option of dying will have to be
presented to some patients, so that they can receive the benefit of a good
death.

On the basis of the foregoing arguments, however, I doubt whether we
can formulate a general definition that distinguishes the circumstances
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in which the option of dying would be beneficial from those in which it
would be harmful. The factors that make an option problematic are too
subtle and too various to be defined in general rules. How will the option
of euthanasia be perceived by the patient and his loved ones? How will
it affect the relations among them? Is he likely to fear being spurned for
declining the option? Would he exercise the option merely as a favor to
them? And are they genuinely willing to accept that favor? Sensitivity to
these and related questions could never be incorporated into a rule defining
conditions under which the option must be offered.

Insofar as I am swayed by the foregoing arguments, then, I am inclined
to think that society should at most permit, and never require, health
professionals to offer the option of euthanasia or to grant patients’ requests
for it. We can probably define some conditions under which the option
should never be offered; but we are not in a position to define conditions
under which it should always be offered; and so we can at most define a
legal permission rather than a legal requirement to offer it. The resulting
rule would leave caregivers free to withhold the option whenever they
see fit, even if it is explicitly and spontaneously requested. And so long as
caregivers are permitted to withhold the option of euthanasia, patients will
not be accorded a right to die.

XI

The foregoing arguments make me worry even about an explicitly
formulated permission for the practice of euthanasia, since an explicit
law or regulation to this effect would already invite patients, and hence
potentially pressure them, to request that the permission be exercised in
their case. I feel most comfortable with a policy of permitting euthanasia
by default — that is, by a tacit failure to enforce the institutional rules that
currently serve as barriers to justified euthanasia, or a gradual elimination
of those rules without fanfare. The best public policy of euthanasia, I
sometimes think, is no policy at all.

This suggestion will surely strike some readers as scandalous, because
of the trust that it would place in the individual judgment of physicians and
patients. But I suspect that to place one’s life in the hands of another person,
as one does today when placing oneself in the care of a physician, may
simply be to enter a relationship in which such trust is essential, because
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it cannot be replaced or even underwritten by institutional guarantees.
Although I do not share the conventional view that advances in medical
technology have outrun our moral understanding of how they should be
applied, I am indeed tempted to think they have outrun the capacity of
rules to regulate their application. I am therefore tempted to think that
public policy regulating the relation between physician and patient should
be weak and vague by design; and that insofar as the aim of medical ethics
is to strengthen or sharpen such policy, medical ethics itself is a bad idea.



3. A Right of Self-Termination?'

Getting cancer changed my feelings about people who smoke.

I remember hearing a fellow philosopher expound, with a wave of his
cigarette, on his right to choose whether to live and die smoking, or to quit
and merely survive. I was just beginning a year of chemotherapy, and mere
survival sounded pretty good to me. But I was the visiting speaker, and my
hosts were unaware of my diagnosis. Several of them lit up after dinner as
we listened to their colleague’s disquisition — they with amused familiarity,
I with an outrage that surprised even me and would have baffled them, if
I had dared to express it. That I didn’t dare is a cause for regret even now,
ten years after the fact.

1 Originally published in Ethics 109 (1999): 606-628, http://dx.doi.org/10.1086/233924;
reprinted in Death, Dying and the Ending of Life, ed. Margaret P. Battin, Leslie P. Francis,
and Bruce M. Landesman (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007), pp. 275-292. Work on this chapter
was supported by a fellowship from the National Endowment for the Humanities and by
a sabbatical leave from the College of Literature, Science, and the Arts at the University
of Michigan. An earlier and very different version was presented to the philosophy
department and the Center for Ethics and Humanities in the Life Sciences at Michigan
State University. I received helpful comments on that version from Elizabeth Anderson
and Stephen Darwall, both of whom have also contributed significantly to my thinking on
this subject through their published work. I also received comments from Bette Crigger
and an anonymous referee for The Hastings Center Report. For comments on the present
version, I am grateful to Sally Haslanger, Connie Rosati, Tamar Schapiro, and Brian
Slattery. This article originally appeared in a published symposium that also included a
commentary on it by Frances Kamm. I had asked the editor for an assurance that there
would be no philosophical commentaries, because my article was not originally written
for an audience of philosophers. When I received a draft of Kamm’s commentary and
was asked to respond, I was extremely annoyed at the editor, and I am embarrassed to
say that my response vented this annoyance on Kamm instead. I have therefore omitted
that response from the present version.

http://dx.doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0061.03
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One objection was already clear to me at the time. A few months with
cancer had taught me that a tumor rarely invades a region smaller than an
extended family.

Physically, the cancer was confined to my body, but even in that respect
it was difficult to regard as mine. The tumor cells were growing in my bone
marrow, which didn’t live up to its poetic billing as the core of my being.
The marrow in my bones, I discovered, was as foreign to me as the far side
of the moon: it was, in a sense, my far side — unseen, insensate — its depth
inside me being a measure of remoteness rather than intimacy. Of course,
this fertile gunk in my pelvis and skull was also my sole source of blood cells,
and my life depended on it. But so did the life of my sons’ father, my wife’s
husband, my parents’ son, my brothers’ brother, and I was never sure who
among us would suffer the greater harm if that life ran out of gunk.

Listening to my host laugh at his future cancer, I wondered whether
he realized how many others would share it. What I would have said on
their behalf, however, wouldn’t have expressed my strongest feelings,
which were felt on my own behalf, in a sense that I couldn’t articulate. I
was somehow offended, insulted. Watching smoke curl from the lips of
people unmindful of my mortality, I felt as I probably would feel listening
to anti-Semitic remarks directed at another person by a speaker unaware
that I, too, was a Jew. I was witnessing an insult to a group of which I was
also a member.

This chapter isn’t about the right to smoke, of course; it's about the right
to die. Not surprisingly, however, these rights tend to be articulated in the
same terms. A person claiming either right might describe it, for instance,
as a right “to live and die in the light of ... his own convictions about why
his life is valuable and where its value lies”.

I can’t recall whether the speaker in my story used these exact words,
but I seemed to hear his voice again when I read them in The New York
Review of Books, under the title “The Philosophers” Brief”.? This brief had
been submitted to the U.S. Supreme Court in support of a challenge to
statutes outlawing physician-assisted suicide. Reading it, I once again felt
a collective slight, and this time I couldn’t miss which group was being
slighted.

2 Ronald Dworkin et al., “Assisted Suicide: The Philosophers’ Brief”, The New York Review
of Books 44 (March 27, 1997): 41-47. The brief was submitted in the case of Washington et
al. v. Glucksberg et al.
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So I think that I can now explain why I was once offended by one
philosopher’s defense of smoking, and the explanation leads me to reject
The Philosophers’ defense of assisted suicide as well. As for assisted suicide
itself, however, I don’t know what to think. The complexities of the issue
have thus far defeated my attempts to arrive at a settled position. On the
policy question of assisted suicide, then, I am neither Pro nor Con. I'm, like,
Not So Fast.

The principle quoted above, which would settle the issue quickly, can be
derived from two broader principles. The first principle is that a person has
the right to make his own life shorter in order to make it better — to make
it shorter, that is, if doing so is a necessary means or consequence of making
it a better life on the whole for him. The second principle is that there is a
presumption in favor of deferring to a person’s judgment on the subject of
his own good. Together, these principles imply that a person has the right
to live and die, in particular, by his own convictions about which life would
be better for him.

For the smoker in my story, of course, shortening his life was not a
means of making it better but rather a likely consequence of an activity that
made it better, in his opinion, despite making it shorter, too. But in most
of the cases for which assisted suicide is advocated, shortening a patient’s
life is intended as a means of making it better, because the continuation
of the patient’s life would detract from its overall value for him.> When
the first principle is confined to this latter context, it can be rephrased as
the assertion of a patient’s right to end his life on the grounds that it is no
longer worth living.

I think that this principle is mistaken. Before I criticize it, however,
I should speak briefly to the second principle stated above, which I can
accept. I think that a person’s considered judgment about his good is a
judgment to which we generally ought to defer.

More specifically, then, I think that we generally ought to defer to a
person on the question whether his life is worth living, since the living-
worthiness of a life measures the extent to which the continuation of that
life would be good for the person living it. The person living a life is the best
judge of the value that its continuation would afford him — not an infallible
judge, of course, but usually more reliable than anyone else is likely to be.

3 Idiscuss evaluations of this kind in “Well-Being and Time”, chapter 7 of this volume.
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Indeed, his judgment of this value is to some extent self-fulfilling, since his
merely liking or disliking aspects of his life can to some extent make them
good or bad for him.

The reasons for deferring to a person’s judgment about his good go
beyond his reliability as a judge. Respect for a person’s autonomy may
require that we defer to his considered judgment about his good even
when we have reason to regard that judgment as mistaken. Letting him
live his own life may sometimes entail letting him make his own mistakes
about what's good for him — including, perhaps, mistakes about whether
it would be good for him to go on living. Forbidding a person to make such
mistakes can be objectionably paternalistic, because it would usurp his role
as the primary agent of his own affairs.

Thus, if a person had the right to end his life on the grounds that it
wasn’t worth living (in accordance with the first principle, above), then
he would have the right to be guided by his own judgment on that score
(in accordance with the second principle). But I reject the principle that a
person has the right to end his life solely on the grounds of the benefits he
will thereby obtain or the harms he will avoid.

One reason for rejecting this principle is that a life confers benefits and
harms on people other than the person living it. Does a person have the
right to deprive his children of a parent simply because life isn’t worth
enough to him?

I want to set aside this question, however, because it tacitly concedes the
assumption that the values at stake in life-or-death decisions are relative
to personal interests; it merely invites us to consider a wider circle of
potential beneficiaries. The values that we need to consider, in my view,
aren’t relative to personal interests and consequently have no beneficiaries.

One might insist that values must have beneficiaries, because they wouldn’t
exist if there weren’t someone who could appreciate them: nothing would
be good or bad in a universe devoid of sentient beings.* But the fact that
values wouldn’t exist without potential valuers does not entail that they
must accrue to someone.

Values are relative to potential valuers because they are normative, in
the first instance, for valuation.’ That is, for something to be valuable just

4 See Peter Railton, “Facts and Values”, Philosophical Topics 14 (1986): 5-31.
5 See Elizabeth Anderson, Value in Ethics and Economics (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1993).
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is for it to be such as ought to be valued in some way — respected, loved,
admired, wanted, treasured, or the like. The very concept of value therefore
contains the concept of a valuer, actual or potential.

The experience of valuing something can be beneficial, as in the case of
appreciating the aesthetic value in a work of art. But the concept of value, in
positing a potential valuer, doesn’t necessarily require that he would benefit
from the experience. Things can be venerable, for example, whether or not
there is any benefit in venerating them; and they can be awesome whether
or not one would gain by holding them in awe. So the fact that value must
be capable of registering with someone, who would thus appreciate it, does
not mean that it must be capable of accruing to someone, who would thus
gain by it. Value requires a potential valuer but not a potential beneficiary.

In fact, our appreciation of values that are relative to the interest of
a beneficiary may depend on a prior appreciation of a value that is not
relational in this sense. This dependence emerges when we try to explicate
the concept of interest-relative value, or what is good for a person.

The concept of what is good for a person turns out to be fairly resistant to
explication. We might initially think to equate what’s good for a person
with whatever would be rational for him to care about. But this equation
would end up implying that all rational concerns are self-interested, by
definition. In order to allow for the possibility of rational selflessness,
we have to acknowledge that not everything that would be rational for
someone to care about is necessarily in his interest.

Various philosophers have therefore attempted to define what’s good
for a person as a proper subset of the things that would be rational for him
to care about, such as the subset including only those things which require
his existence. It may or may not be a drawback in these definitions that they
would exclude from a person’s good such things as posthumous fame. In
any case, these definitions are still too inclusive, since the things involving
a person’s existence that are rational for him to care about include, for
example, particular sacrifices that he can make for other people.

The only convincing analysis of a person’s good, to my knowledge, is one
recently proposed by Stephen Darwall, who argues that what’s good for a
person is what's rational to want for his sake.® ‘For the sake of” is a phrase that
marks the subordination of one concern to another: to care about one thing

6 Stephen Darwall, “Self-Interest and Self-Concern”, Social Philosophy and Policy 14 (1997):
158-178. This article is also the source for my statement of the problem in the preceding
section.
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for the sake of something else is to care about the former out of concern for
the latter. To want something for the sake of a person is thus to want it out of
concern for the person himself. Darwall’s analysis says that a person’s good
is what would be rational to want out of concern for that person.

Darwall argues — convincingly, to my mind — that a person’s good is
a rational object of desire for anyone who cares about that person. By the
same token, he argues that even the person himself is rationally obliged to
care about his good only insofar as he cares about the person whose good
itis — that is, himself.”

Think here of the familiar connection between how you feel about
yourself and how you feel about your good. Sometimes when you realize
that you have done something mean-spirited or shameful, you come to feel
worthless as a person; you may even hate yourself; and one symptom of
self-hatred is a loss of concern for your own welfare. It no longer seems to
matter whether life treats you well or badly, because you yourself seem to
be no good. Your desire for your good thus depends on your concern for
yourself — and rationally so, according to Darwall’s analysis.

Note that self-loathing isn’t the feeling that you are worthless to yourself.
Indeed, the value that things afford to you is precisely what no longer
seems to matter, and so your having no value to yourself wouldn’t seem
to matter, either. The reason why value accruing to you no longer seems to
matter, however, is just that you don’t seem to matter, period. You have lost
your appreciation for the value that things have in relation to your interest
because you have lost a sense of embodying value in yourself.

Now, things could still be good for you, in Darwall’s analysis, even if you
didn’t embody any value; since they could still be such as would be rational
for someone to want if he cared about you, however baseless the latter
concern might be. But things that were good for you would not actually
merit concern unless you merited concern; and if you didn’t, then despite
their being good for you, they wouldn’t ultimately be worth wanting, after
all. As I put it a moment ago: What's good for you wouldn’t matter if you
didn’t matter.

This account of a person’s good therefore implies — rightly, again, in
my opinion — that what’s good for a person is not a categorical value, any
more than what’s good for a purpose. What's good for a purpose is worth

7 The points made here and in the following paragraph appear in Anderson, Value in Ethics
and Economics, p. 26.
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caring about only out of concern for the purpose, and hence only insofar
as the purpose is worth caring about. Similarly, what’s good for a person
is worth caring about only out of concern for the person, and hence only
insofar as he is worth caring about. A person’s good has only hypothetical
or conditional value, which depends on the value of the person himself.?

Of course, we assume that a person’s good does matter. But we make this
assumption only because we assume that people matter — that everyone
has a value that makes him worth caring about. Darwall’s analysis of a
person’s good reveals how our appreciation of value that accrues to
someone depends on a prior appreciation of a value inhering in him.

The latter value cannot be relative to personal interests, on pain of
setting off a problematic regress. If this value were relative to someone’s
interest, then it would matter only to the same extent as that beneficiary.
This regress of values would continue until it reached a value that was not
relative to anyone’s interest and that consequently mattered for its own
sake. In fact, however, the regress never gets started, because we assume
that every person already matters for his own sake, because he embodies
an interest-independent value.

A value of this kind, which a person has in himself but not for anyone, is the
basis of Kantian moral theory. Kant’s term for this value is ‘dignity’, and
he attributes dignity to all persons in virtue of their rational nature. What
morality requires of us, according to Kant, is that we respect the dignity of
persons.’

The dignity of a person is a value that differs in kind from his interest.
Unlike his interest, for example, his dignity is a value on which his opinion
carries no more weight than anyone else’s. Because this value does not
accrue to him, he is in no better position to judge it than others. Similarly,
respect for a person’s autonomy does not require deference to him on
questions of his dignity, as it does on questions of his good. On the contrary,
respect for a person’s autonomy just is an appreciation of a value in him
that amounts to a dignity, in Kant’s sense of the term, precisely because

8 This point, too, is made by Anderson.

9 Here I am making a leap that requires more justification than I can provide in the present
context. I am equating the value that we appreciate in caring about a person with the value
that we appreciate, somewhat differently, in respecting that person in the Kantian sense. I
defend this equation in “Love as a Moral Emotion”, Ethics 109 (1999): 338-374, reprinted in
Self to Self: Selected Essays (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), pp. 70-109.
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it commands respect. If a person denies embodying such a value, he can
hardly claim that we should defer to him out of an appreciation for a value
such as he denies. He cannot claim, in other words, that out of respect for
his autonomy we should defer to his judgment that he possesses nothing
worthy of our respect.

Nor is it paternalistic to challenge a person’s judgment about his dignity,
as it is in the case of his good. Challenging a person’s judgment about his
good is objectionable because it undermines his role as the agent of his own
affairs; but his value as a person is not just his affair. Although his good is
a value that accrues to him alone, in the first instance, his value as a person
inheres in him among other persons. It’s a value that he possesses by virtue
of being one of us, and the value of being one of us is not his alone to assess
or defend. The value of being a person is therefore something larger than
any particular person who embodies it.

That's what I miss in so many discussions of euthanasia and assisted
suicide: a sense of something in each of us that is larger than any of us,
something that makes human life more than just an exchange of costs for
benefits, more than just a job or a trip to the mall. I miss the sense of a value
in us that makes a claim on us — a value that we must live up to.

I don’t deny that there are circumstances under which it would be better
for one’s life to end and permissible to hasten its ending. What I deny is
that one may end one’s life simply because one isn’t getting enough out of
it. One has to consider whether one is doing justice to it.

If a person possesses no value that he must live up to, or do justice
to, then his life becomes a mere instrument, to be used or discarded
according to whether it serves his interest. His moral claim to his
own life then looks something like this:

[A] patient’s right to life includes a right not to be killed. But that right gives
[him] a protected option whether to live or die, an option with which others
cannot legitimately interfere; it does not give [him] a duty to live. If a patient
decides to die, he is waiving his right to live. By waiving his right, he releases
others (perhaps a specific other person) from a duty not to kill him.

This can’t be right. It portrays morality as protecting a person’s options
without protecting the person himself, except insofar as his own existence
is one of his options. Surely, however, options are worth protecting, not for
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their own sake, but for the sake of the person whose options they are. So
how can morality treat the person as worth protecting only for the sake of
protecting one of his options? If he doesn’t already merit protection, how
can they?

The quotation above is drawn from an essay by Frances Kamm, who goes
on to answer Kantian objections as follows:"

Suppose life involves such unbearable pain that one’s whole life is focused
on that pain. In such circumstances, one could, I believe, decline the honor of
being a person. ...We might acknowledge the great (and normally overriding)
value of being a person ... [and yet] allow that some bad conditions may
overshadow its very great value.

Here Kamm is claiming that someone can view life as a mere option even
while accepting the Kantian view of his value as a person. The problem
with this passage is that it misstates the Kantian view.

When Kamm says that the value of a person normally “overrid[es]” the
value of other goods, but can be “overshadow[ed]” by conditions that are
exceptionally bad, she implies that it can be balanced against the person’s
interest. And when she goes on to speak of this value as an “honor” that the
person can decline, she implies that it is actually part of a person’s interest,
since an honor accrues to a particular person, whose role as its beneficiary
entitles him to accept or decline it.

But the dignity of a person isn’t something that he can accept or decline,
since it isn’t a value for him; it’s a value in him, which he can only violate or
respect. Nor can it be weighed against what is good or bad for the person.
AsThave argued, value for a person stands to value in the person roughly as
the value of means stands to that of the end: in each case, the former merits
concern only on the basis of concern for the latter. And conditional values
cannot be weighed against the unconditional values on which they depend.
The value of means to an end cannot overshadow or be overshadowed by
the value of the end, because it already is only a shadow of that value, in the
sense of being dependent upon it. Similarly, the value of what’s good for
a person is only a shadow of the value inhering in the person, and cannot
overshadow or be overshadowed by it.

10 Frances Kamm, “A Right to Choose Death?”, Boston Review 22 (1997): 20-23.
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These are abstract considerations, but they are concretely illustrated by the
story with which I began. When my host claimed that he benefited more
from the pleasures of smoking than he would be harmed by an early death,
my first thought was that he had failed to consider harms and benefits to
people other than himself. On second thought, however, I resented his
assumption that harms and benefits were the only values at stake.

My host’s remarks implied that an early death, of the sort he was
risking and I was hoping to forestall, would be a loss to him that could
be offset by sufficient gains. But what would it matter how much I lost
or gained if I myself would be no loss? My gains or losses would merit
concern only on the basis of concern for me — which, being the basis of
concern for them, could not then be offset by that concern. Hence, my
gains or losses wouldn’t matter unless I had a value that could not be
offset by theirs.

My host was implicitly denying the existence of such a value. For he
claimed that death was worth worrying about only in respects for which he
could be compensated by the pleasures of smoking. He was thus implicitly
denying the interest-independent value of a person, without which it
couldn’t really matter whether I lived or died.

Of course, he was denying the existence of this value in his own case, not
in mine; but our cases were indistinguishable on this score. By implicitly
denying his own interest-independent value, my host was somehow
trivializing or denigrating himself as a person. Sometimes people’s self-
denigrating remarks just embarrass us, but in other instances they can be
sufficiently principled to give offense. Recall my earlier reference to anti-
Semitism. Anti-Semitism can manifest itself in self-denigrating remarks,
if it is the anti-Semitism of a self-hating Jew. My host’s disregard for his
own value as a person offended me as another person, just as someone’s
denigrating himself as a Jew would offend me as another Jew.

I think Kant was right to say that trading one’s person in exchange for
benefits, or relief from harms, denigrates the value of personhood, respect
for which is a criterion of morality (Kant would say, the criterion). That’s
why I think that smoking is a vice — at least, when practiced for the
reasons offered by my host. It’s also why I think that suicide is immoral
when committed on the grounds that life isn’t worth living.

Mind you, I don’t go around snatching cigarettes out of people’s
mouths. And I'm not sure that I would forcibly try to stop someone from
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committing suicide solely because it would be immorally self-destructive.
The impermissibility of someone else’s conduct doesn’t necessarily give
me permission to interfere with it. By the same token, however, I think
that encouraging or assisting others in impermissible conduct is itself
impermissible. That’s why I think that the tobacco industry is engaged in
an immoral enterprise. And it’s why I think the same of Dr. Kevorkian, who
has done more than anyone to help people die by their own convictions.

Note that these moral judgments distinguish between self-destruction
and mere self-harm. As I have said, I believe that people are sometimes
entitled to act on mistaken judgments about their own interest; and to this
extent, at least, they are entitled to harm themselves. But the behaviors that
I have criticized don’t merely damage the agents’ interests; indeed, they
may not damage the agents’ interests at all, if the agents are right about
the costs and benefits involved. These behaviors are to be criticized, in my
view, because they are premised on a disregard for the value of the agents
themselves.

The same criticism would apply, for example, to agents who put up
their own freedom as collateral in order to obtain loans. People have no
right to sell themselves into slavery, no matter what their convictions,
but the reason is not that they would thereby be harming themselves; the
reason is that they would be violating their own personhood.

These moral judgments depend, of course, on my belief that a person has
an interest-independent value; and they may consequently seem to impose
my Kantian values even on people who don’t believe in them. Don’t people
have the right to live and die by their own convictions as to the value of
their lives?

If the question is whether people are morally permitted to end their
existence solely because they find it unrewarding, then I have already
answered in the negative, on the grounds that they would then be violating
their own interest-independent value as persons. But of course the present
question is meant to be taken differently, as suggesting that we defer to
people’s judgments about whether they have an interest-independent
value, in the first place. Under this interpretation, the question is not
whether people are permitted to violate their own dignity but whether
they are entitled to be believed when they insist that they have none. I have
answered in the negative to this latter version of the question as well. The
reasons for deferring to people about values relative to their interests do
not apply in the case of interest-independent value.
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This answer may seem to beg the question, since it presupposes the
existence of the very interest-independent value that is at issue. What I have
now argued, however, is that we cannot avoid presupposing the existence
of this value anyway, since it’s needed to account for the importance of
interest-relative values. We cannot justify someone’s death on the grounds
that it’s good for him, while also denying the existence of another value,
embodied in him. For if he were himself a cipher, evaluatively speaking,
then what'’s good for him would be, in the same manner of speaking, good
for nothing.

I admit that talk of someone’s value as a person sounds like religion rather
than philosophy. Such talk is a secular version of religious talk about the
sanctity of human life.

Historically speaking, however, most moral discourse has religious
sources. The question for secular ethics is whether we can rationally accept
the values bequeathed to us by religion while being skeptical of their
theological basis. A question that’s equally pressing, though less widely
acknowledged, is whether we can selectively accept some of these values
while discarding others. My view is that our values will be incoherent so
long as they lack a counterpart to the sanctity of human life.

This view will immediately seem to entail reactionary consequences,
such as a rejection of euthanasia and abortion in any form. But a secular
value that corresponds to the sanctity of human life needn’t be exactly the
same value or yield exactly the same consequences. In particular, it need
not attach to biological life or biological humanity per se; and so it needn’t
rule out abortion, for example, simply because the fetus is both alive and
human. What secular morality must regard as sacrosanct, I have suggested,
is not the human organism but the person, and a fetus may embody one
but not the other.

Recognizing the interest-independent value of a person wouldn’t
necessarily rule out euthanasia or suicide, either. On the contrary,
recognizing such a value is essential to one familiar argument in favor of
these practices — namely, the argument for dying with dignity.

The idea that dignity can justify a person’s death may seem incompatible
with the Kantian conception of dignity as a value inhering in the person.
Wouldn't a person’s value always militate in favor of saving his life?
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This apparent conflict is due, however, to a confusion about the
normative implications of dignity. Dignity is what Kant called a “self-
existent” value — a value to which we are obliged to respond only when it
already exists, and then only by paying it reverence or respect. The value of
persons does not oblige us to maximize the number of people in existence;
it obliges us only to respect the people who do exist. And respecting these
people is not necessarily a matter of keeping them in existence; it is rather
a matter of treating them in the way that is required by their personhood
— whatever way that is."

The Kantian objection to suicide, then, is not that it destroys something
of value. The objection is not even to suicide per se, but to suicide
committed for a particular kind of reason — that is, in order to obtain
benefits or escape harms. And the objection to suicide committed for this
reason is that it denigrates the person’s dignity, by trading his person for
interest-relative goods, as if it were one of them. This interpretation of the
objection to suicide leaves open the possibility that a person’s dignity may
justify suicide in other contexts, if suicide would constitute an appropriate
expression of respect for one’s person. Kantianism would then be able to
endorse the notion of dying with dignity."

Actually, the phrase ‘dying with dignity’ is potentially misleading. We
don’t think that a person’s death is morally acceptable so long as he can
carry it off with dignity. Rather, we think that a person’s death is acceptable
if he can no longer live with dignity. The operative concept is undignified
life, not dignified death.

When a person cannot sustain both life and dignity, his death may
indeed be morally justified. One is sometimes permitted, even obligated, to
destroy objects of dignity if they would otherwise deteriorate in ways that
would offend against that value. The moral obligation to bury or burn a
corpse, for example, is an obligation not to let it become an affront to what
it once was. Librarians have similar practices for destroying tattered books
— and honor guards, for destroying tattered flags — out of respect for the
dignity inherent in these objects.

11 The interpretation of Kant expressed in this paragraph is not uncontroversial. I defend it
at length in “Love as a Moral Emotion”.

12 For a Kantian argument along these lines, see Thomas E. Hill, Jr., “Self-Regarding Suicide:
A Modified Kantian View”, in his Autonomy and Self-Respect (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1991), pp. 85-103.
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Of course, the value inhering in mere things, such as books or flags, must
be different from that inhering in persons by virtue of their rational nature.
But all of these values belong together as a class, the class of dignity values,
whose defining characteristic is that they call for reverence or respect.”

These examples suggest that dignity can require not only the
preservation of what possesses it but also the destruction of what is losing
it, if the loss would be irretrievable.’* Dignity, unlike well-being, does not
come in degrees that we are obliged to maximize; as we have seen, it is not
a value whose existence we are obliged to promote at all. To treat a dignity
value as capable of degrees, all of them worth preserving, would be to treat
it like an ordinary good — which would in fact be disrespectful. Respect for
an object of dignity can sometimes require its destruction.

The question, then, is what constitutes the loss of dignity for a person. The
dignity in question has nothing to do with being dignified, with keeping up
appearances, or with sustaining any particular social status. It has nothing to
do with what people ought to admire or esteem in one another, or with what
they actually respect. It is rather what they ought to respect, in the way that
they can manifest only by treating one another morally. According to Kant,
what people ought to respect in this way is one another’s rational nature.
Ironically, Kant’s view is borne out by Kamm'’s example, in which “life
involves such unbearable pain that one’s whole life is focused on that
pain”. Kamm assumes that this case invites us to weigh the disvalue of
pain against the value of being a rational agent. In fact, however, Kamm has
described a case in which pain is more than painful, since it not only hurts
the patient but also becomes the sole focus of his life. Pain that tyrannizes
the patient in this fashion undermines his rational agency, by preventing

13 Actually, I am inclined to think that the dignity of books or flags is borrowed from the
dignity of personhood; but this question is beyond the scope of the present chapter.

14 Ibelieve that this feature of dignity values explains why the permissibility of euthanasia
and assisted suicide is limited mainly to cases of terminal illness. Felicia Ackerman
has claimed that such a restricted permission is unstable (“Assisted Suicide, Terminal
Illness, Severe Disability, and the Double Standard”, in Physician-Assisted Suicide:
Expanding the Debate, ed. Margaret P. Battin, Rosamond Rhodes, and Anita Silvers
[New York: Routledge, 1998], pp. 149-161). She argues that assistance in dying must
be permissible either for all competent adults or for none. I agree with Ackerman that
the arguments usually offered in favor of assistance in dying cannot be restricted to
cases of terminal illness, although their proponents often adopt that restriction anyway,
without justification. As Ackerman shows, e.g., the arguments of “The Philosophers’
Brief” support assisted suicide for everyone if they support it for anyone. But I think that
the Kantian view can justify the restriction and that its ability to do so counts in its favor.
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him from choosing any ends for himself other than relief. It reduces the
patient to the psychological hedonist’s image of a person — a pleasure-
seeking, pain-fleeing animal — which is undignified indeed. And Kamm is
clearly envisioning that this severely reduced condition of the patient can
be ended only by his death.

I suspect, then, that if euthanasia seems justified in Kamm’s example,
the reason is not that relieving the patient’s pain is more important than his
dignity as a person; the reason is rather that pain has already undermined
the patient’s dignity, and irretrievably so. The example thus supports dying
for the sake of dignity, not for the sake of self- interest.

I often wonder whether proponents of assisted suicide don’t overstate the
moral significance of pain. Pain is a bad thing, of course, but I doubt whether
it can justify anything close to euthanasia or suicide unless it is (as Kamm
calls it) unbearable. And then what justifies death is the unbearableness of
the pain rather than the painfulness.

What do we mean in calling pain unbearable? What is it not to bear pain?
It certainly isn’t a matter of refusing to feel the pain, of shutting one’s eyes
to it, as one might to an unbearable sight, or of walking away from it, as one
might from an unbearable situation. Not to bear pain is somehow to fall
apart in the face of it, to disintegrate as a person. To find pain unbearable is
to find it thus destructive not just of one’s well-being but of oneself.

But then we make a mistake if we describe the patient in unbearable
pain as if he were his rational old self, weighing the harm of pain against
the benefits of existence. If his pain is truly unbearable, then he isn’t his
rational self any longer: he is falling apart in pain. Even if he enjoys some
moments of relief and clarity, he is still falling apart diachronically, a
temporally scattered person at best.

I don't think that we serve the patient well in these circumstances by
claiming broad rights of self-determination in his name. He may indeed
be entitled to help in dying, and he will certainly have to participate in the
relevant decisions. But let us keep in mind that these decisions would be
premature if the patient were not already in the twilight of his autonomy,
where self-determination is more of a shadowy presumption than a clear fact.

I do not know how to frame a public policy or law that would distinguish
between the cases in which I think that euthanasia or suicide is morally
permissible and the cases in which I think it is not. Of course, the law would
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not have to follow the moral vicissitudes of the practice so closely if they
were covered by a right of self-determination. If there were a broad class of
cases in which the patient had the right to decide for himself whether death
was justified, then we could legalize euthanasia or assisted suicide in those
cases, even though it might not be justified in all of them. If a patient then
opted for death when it wasn’t justified, he would still be acting within his
rights, which the law would have been justified in protecting.

But I do not believe that a person has the right, in general, to choose
between life and death; nor do I believe that a person’s rights suddenly
expand when he becomes terminally ill. So I don’t see how a case for
legalization can be founded on rights of self-determination, and I am once
again faced with the difficulty of legalizing death for the sake of dignity
without also legalizing it for the sake of self-interest.

I certainly don’t think that the law should forbid activities simply because
they have the potential of being self-destructive in some circumstances. I
don’t think that mountain climbing should be outlawed — or smoking,
for that matter. The problem is that killing, unlike mountain climbing
or smoking, impinges on the dignity of persons essentially and not just
in some unfortunate circumstances or cases. The result is that the law
on killing, like the law on slavery, unavoidably expresses our collective
valuation of personhood itself.

Supporters of euthanasia and assisted suicide sometimes liken them
to the other intrinsically injurious treatments to which a patient may
consent for his greater good — the cutting and stabbing and drugging and
poisoning that are the physician’s stock in trade. Then they ask: What's
so special about killing?" Isn’t killing just another medical intervention to
which a patient should be allowed to submit when it serves his interest?
My inclination is to answer this question with another: What's so special
about slavery? Isn’t enslavement just another cost that a person should be
allowed to risk in pursuit of his interests?

Surely, there is something special about slavery. Though we may indeed
have a right to live and die in light of our own convictions, it doesn’t extend
to convictions about the price for which our freedom would be worth
selling. Nor does it extend, in my view, to convictions about the price for
which our lives would be worth ending. And self-interested reasons for

15 Kamm asks this question in section 4 of “A Right to Choose Death?”
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ending our lives are, in the Kantian sense, reasons of price rather than

dignity.

When it comes to the design of public policy on assisted suicide, I am
inclined to think that considerations about the morality of the practice
itself may be swamped by considerations about the collateral effects of
legalization. As I have argued elsewhere, simply allowing people to opt for
death may eliminate the conditions that make some people’s lives worth
living, thereby creating new candidates for killing.'® Legalization would
therefore do harm to people who are currently no more than bystanders to
the debate.

These collateral harms might have to be tolerated if there were a
fundamental right to choose between life and death. We can’t deprive
all people of a choice to which they’re morally entitled just because some
people would be better off without it.

What I have argued here, however, is that there isn’t a fundamental right
to choose between life and death. There may still be a moral justification for
death in some cases, but it doesn’t rest on a right of self-determination. And
without such a right, the case for legalization must proceed more slowly —
far more slowly than The Philosophers would like us to believe.

16 See “Against the Right to Die”, chapter 2 of this volume.
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Kant argued that suicide is immoral when committed for the purpose
of escaping from unhappiness. I have tried on one or two occasions to
reconstruct Kant’s argument, by offering a particular interpretation of the
Formula of Humanity, which says that a person has a value that makes
him an end in himself.? The statement that a person is an end, I interpret as
expressing the fact that we ought to care about some things for the person’s
sake, by caring about them out of concern for him. A person is an end in
the sense that he is that for the sake of which — out of concern for which —
some things are worth caring about. This conception of how a person can
be an end yields an argument against escapist suicide, I argued, when it is
combined with a particular conception of a person’s good, which is what
the escapist attempts to serve by cutting his life short.

I borrowed the latter conception from Stephen Darwall, who contends
that a person’s good consists in what it would be rational to care about
for the person’s sake in the sense of caring about it out of concern for the

1 This chapter is a substantially revised version of a paper that appeared in Ethics 118 (2008):
191-212, http://dx.doi.org/10.1086/523746. The first version of the paper was presented
to a workshop on value at Columbia University. I am grateful to the participants for
helpful discussion: Ruth Chang, Jonathan Dancy, Jim Griffin, Ulrike Heuer, Tom Hurka,
Shelly Kagan, Frances Kamm, Maggie Little, Véronique Munoz-Dardé, Peter Railton,
Joseph Raz, Jacob Ross, Michael Smith, and Larry Temkin. A subsequent version was
presented to the philosophy department at the University of Miami and to the Legal
Theory Workshop at Yale Law School. Thanks to Shelly Kagan and Ruth Marcus for
additional comments on the latter occasion. Finally, it was presented to a conference
organized by Jeanette Kennett at the Centre for Applied Philosophy and Public Ethics of
the Australian National University.

2 “ARight of Self-Termination?”, chapter 3 of this volume; “A Brief Introduction to Kantian
Ethics”, in Self to Self: Selected Essays (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), pp.
16-44; and “Reading Kant's Groundwork”, in Ethics: Essential Readings in Moral Theory, ed.
George Sher (New York: Routledge, 2012), pp. 343-359.

http://dx.doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0061.04
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person.’ Since this structure of concerns is the one that explains how a
person can be an end, in my view, I suggested that a person’s good stands
to the value of a person in a relation analogous to (though of course distinct
from) that of means to an ordinary end, the former member of either pair
being worth caring about for the sake of, or out of concern for, the latter. I
then argued that escapist suicide entails a practical irrationality analogous
to that of sacrificing an end for the sake of the means to it.

Such an irrationality is committed, for example, by people who grub
for money. Money has value only as a means to happiness (let’s assume),
but money-grubbers make themselves unhappy in the pursuit of money,
thereby sacrificing happiness for the sake of something that is valuable
only for its sake. A person makes a similar mistake, I argued, if he sacrifices
himself for the sake of something that is valuable only for his sake by
committing suicide to promote his own good. In either case, one thing
(money, an end to unhappiness) is preferred to another (happiness, the
person himself) even though it is worth caring about only out of concern
for that to which it is preferred.

This analogy is open to two objections. Let me start with the one that I
know how to answer.

The answerable objection goes like this. The reason why money is
valuable for the sake of happiness is that it is instrumental to producing
happiness, but the reason why relieving someone’s unhappiness is
valuable for his sake is not that it’s instrumental to producing him. So
whereas destroying happiness defeats the purpose of money, destroying
oneself doesn’t clearly defeat the purpose of ending one’s unhappiness.
Ending one’s unhappiness is good for oneself in a sense that doesn’t entail
its having a purpose at all: its ultimate end is not a purpose but a person.
What, then, is there to be defeated?*

3 Stephen Darwall, Welfare and Rational Care (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
2004).

4 Objections to my argument were first raised by Frances Kamm in “Physician-Assisted
Suicide, the Doctrine of Double Effect, and the Ground of Value”, Ethics 109 (1999): 586-
605. I am now dissatisfied with the responses I made to Kamm in my appendix to “A
Right of Self-Termination?”, which I have omitted from the version reprinted as chapter
3 of this volume. I was prompted to revisit this debate by a discussion of the latter article
at the Colloquium on Legal, Political, and Social Philosophy at New York University
(led by Thomas Nagel and Ronald Dworkin), especially by Nagel’s comments on that
occasion.
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The answer to this objection is that it misinterprets the analogy between
a person and an ordinary end. Of course there is no instrumental relation
between ending a person’s unhappiness and the person himself, but the
instrumental relation between money and happiness is not what makes
grubbing for money irrational anyway. What makes it irrational to seek
money at the cost of happiness is that money is worth wanting only out
of a desire for happiness. Seeking money at the cost of happiness thwarts
the desire out of which money is worth caring about to begin with. The
instrumental relation of money to happiness explains why the one is worth
caring about out of concern for the other, but the irrationality in the case is
generated by the resulting relation between these concerns, one of which
depends on the other but is served in such a way as to frustrate it: the desire
for money is served in such a way as to frustrate the desire for happiness,
on which it depends. A similar relation obtains between ending one’s
unhappiness through suicide and the value of the person himself: the one is
worth caring about only out of concern for the other. A similar irrationality
will be generated, then, if killing oneself thwarts the concern out of which
ending one’s unhappiness is worth caring about, to begin with.

But now comes the second objection, which is not so easily answered:
How does killing oneself thwart the concern out of which ending one’s
unhappiness is worth caring about? An end to one’s unhappiness is worth
caring about, I claim, out of concern for one’s value as a person. But how
is that latter concern frustrated when one pursues an end to unhappiness
by means of suicide? This question becomes especially pressing in light of
Kant’s view about a person’s value and its proper mode of appreciation.
According to Kant, a person is a self-existent end, which is to be valued as
it is, given that it exists, rather than as a thing to be brought into existence.
And the mode of appreciation proper to such an end is respect, which is an
attitude of self-restraint, inhibiting us from violating the person’s autonomy.

Well, killing a person does seem to violate his autonomy, to say the
least. But when the victim is also the killer, his killing may be an exercise of
his autonomy, too — so how can it qualify as a violation? Maybe escapist
suicide, at worst, is a case of autonomy violating itself, a case toward which
the attitude of respect must be, at worst, ambivalent. In that case, suicide
would not exactly thwart the concern that underlies its own motivation.®

5 I am tempted to reply that escapist suicide is not autonomous, precisely because it is
irrational. But I am trying to demonstrate its irrationality on the grounds that it thwarts
the concern underlying its own motivation; if that concern is respect for autonomy, then
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Surely, though, the argument was already in trouble once respect for
autonomy was introduced. Respect was introduced in the role of that
appreciation for a person’s value out of which it makes sense to care about
the person’s good. But respect is simply the wrong attitude for that role.
Rather than sort out whether suicide is more expressive than destructive
of autonomy, let us consider alternative attitudes to which the motive for
escapist suicide might more plausibly be subordinate.

Darwall proposes that the response out of which things are worth
valuing when they are valuable for a person’s sake, is an attitude that he
calls “sympathetic concern” for that person. This proposal will be vacuous,
of course, if sympathetic concern must be defined as a concern for the
person’s interests: to define a person’s interests as comprising whatever is
worth valuing out of concern for his interests would be tautologous. But
Darwall argues that sympathetic concern can be identified without being
defined, since it is a natural kind of affective response, which can be singled
out by paradigm instances.

Yet I suspect that sympathy, like respect, is ill-suited to serve as the
concern in relation to which a person’s interests should be defined.
Although sympathy is not the same as empathy, it is an empathic response
— a variant of empathy — and so it focuses on the feelings of its object.
What sympathetic concern for a person disposes us to care about will
therefore tend to be the state of his feelings, and the resulting conception
of a person’s good must consequently have a bias toward hedonism. While
I don’t think that the very concept of a person’s good should rule out
hedonism, I don’t think that it should rule in its favor, either.

Moreover, what would make sense to care about out of sympathetic
concern for a person is not necessarily what we would judge to be in that
person’s interest. For example, parents who think that the welfare of their
child requires them to administer punishment or harsh medicine may be
inhibited from doing so precisely by sympathetic concern. In order to do
what’s best for the child, they may have to overcome their sympathetic
impulses — which suggests that sympathy is not always a reliable guide to
the well-being of its object.®

I am at risk of arguing in a circle. For if escapist suicide is irrational because it thwarts
respect for autonomy, and it thwarts that concern because it isn’t autonomous, then the
reason why it isn’t autonomous cannot be that it is irrational.

6 Of course, one might argue that punishing the child would express a higher or better-
informed sympathy than sparing the child. But such an argument would seem to rely on
a prior conception of the child’s interests, as a basis for privileging one form of sympathy
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Suppose that the parent punishes the child, saying, “I'm doing this for
your own good.” The parent would be unlikely to elaborate by saying, “So,
you see, I'm doing it out of sympathy for you.” They both know that insofar
as he feels sympathy, the parent is acting in spite of it. If he offers any
elaboration on the claim to be acting for the child’s good, he is more likely
to say, “So, you see, I'm doing this because I love you.” Thus, if the child’s
good is that which is worth caring about out of some attitude toward the
child, then the relevant attitude is not sympathy but love.”

Maybe this emendation to Darwall’s conception of well-being can yield
an emendation to the argument that I rested upon it — my argument for a
rational obstacle to escapist suicide. Fashioning such an emendation will be
my aim in the rest of this chapter.

If a person’s good is to be analyzed as that which is worth caring about
out of love for the person, then the relevant form of love must be carefully
distinguished from the romantic or sexual emotion that goes by the same
name — the love of falling or being “in” love — since romantic or sexual
love is largely possessive, even self-seeking. The same goes for various
other attitudes that tend to accompany love, such as attachment. We can
feel attached to people without loving them, and we can love people to
whom we are not especially attached.

There is a sense of the verb ‘to love’ that denotes a kind of solicitous
behavior that characterizes the familial relationships with which the
emotion is conventionally associated. The “loving mother” or “loving
husband” of standard obituaries was loving in this sense — actively
attentive, affectionate, caring. Many philosophers assume that the emotion
of love must be the attitude that naturally motivates such behavior, hence a
benevolent form of affection. There certainly is such an attitude, and there
is nothing wrong with calling it “love”.

Yet benevolent affection is an emotion that we can recognize animals as
manifesting toward their young; it is also felt by children for their special
toys, by gardeners for their flowers, and by philatelists for their stamps.
This emotion is unlikely to reveal anything that we don’t already know

as higher or better-informed than another; so it seems to reverse the order of analysis
in Darwall’s account, by identifying the relevant valuing attitude in terms of well-being
rather than vice versa.

7 The following discussion of love is an attempt to summarize and expand upon my
discussion in “Love as a Moral Emotion”, Ethics 109 (1999): 338-374, reprinted in Self to
Self, pp. 70-109.
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about the interests of these beloved objects. The philia of philately is not, I
think, an emotion whose nature will help us to understand what is best for
stamps. The philatelist does indeed take loving care of his stamps, but he
does so under the guidance of some antecedent conception of what it is for
stamps to be in good condition. He cannot simply love his stamps and let
his heart be his guide.

Yet there is an emotion, also called love, which is indeed a guide to the
interests of thebeloved. This emotionis presentin many loving relationships,
where it can be difficult to disentangle from benevolent affection, but it can
be absent from such relationships as well. People can take loving care of
companions or wards with genuine feeling that nevertheless amounts to
no more than fondness, because it falls short of that fiercer emotion that
can only be called love. Conversely, they can feel the latter emotion for
someone without being thereby moved to treat him lovingly, as becomes
especially clear in relationships carried on at arm’s length. Students can
love a teacher — or patients, a doctor — without having any inclination
to cuddle or coddle him; there can be love between colleagues who would
never presume to take care of one another; and even loving friendships can
be characterized by a formality that rules out intrusions into one another’s
lives. Finally, what I have described as the fiercer and more compelling
form of love can coexist with, can indeed give rise to, the very opposite of
benevolent affection, in the form of hostility or even hate. You can want to
hurt someone you love, and both your love for him and your desire to hurt
him can still be wholehearted.

This last possibility is not incompatible with my suggestion that love
is a guide to the interests of the beloved. The suggestion is not that love
necessarily involves a desire for the good of the beloved or — to correct the
order of analysis — that a person’s good is that which loving him would
necessarily involve a desire for. Rather, the suggestion modifies Darwall’s
account by saying that a person’s good is that which is worth caring about,
or which makes sense to care about, out of love for that person. And the
acknowledgment that love needn’t involve a desire for the beloved’s good
is perfectly compatible with the claim that it provides a natural motive or
reason for such a desire. Or — to correct the order of analysis once again —
the acknowledgment that what is wanted by a lover need not be good for the
beloved is compatible with the claim that what is worth wanting, or makes
sense to want, out of love for the person is indeed what is good for him.
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The question is what love makes it appropriate or rational to care about.
More specifically, the question is what can constitute a person’s good by
virtue of being that which loving him makes it appropriate or rational to
care about — a question to which the answer must be more substantive
than “the person’s good”. Here I want to adopt a suggestion from Connie
Rosati, who has criticized Darwall’s sympathy-based account of well-being
as follows:* “When we appreciate the value, as it seems to us, of a work of
art, we endeavor to preserve it in its valuable condition. Likewise, when
we appreciate, as it seems to us, the value of a person, we seek to preserve
the person in her condition as the valuable being she is. Just what attitude
might capture this idea without itself involving concern for a person’s
welfare, I will not venture to guess. But care or sympathetic concern seems
not to be it.”

Clearly, loving someone is a way of appreciating his value. Rosati’s
analogy therefore suggests that what it makes sense to care about out of
love for a person is the preservation of the value or the valuable condition
to which love is an appreciative response.

The next question, of course, is what sort of value or valuable condition is
appreciated by love. Some philosophers would understand this question
as equivalent to the question what we love people for; and they would
answer it by citing the various qualities for which we love our parents,
spouses, children, and friends — their fine characters, their fetching looks,
their sense of humor, or their shared history with us. But I have difficulty
believing that the value to which we respond in loving people is conferred
on them by the miscellaneous qualities that we profess to love them for. As
many philosophers have pointed out, we often profess to love people even
for their flaws; but surely loving them doesn’t give us reason for wanting
those flaws to be perpetuated.

My view is that loving a person “for” some quality is not a matter of
responding to a value conferred on him by that quality.’ Rather, I claim, the

8 Connie S. Rosati, “Darwall on Welfare and Rational Care”, Philosophical Studies 30 (2006):
619-635, p. 626.

9 Of course, we can love someone without there being anything for which we love him. See
D. W. Hamlyn, “The Phenomena of Love and Hate”, Philosophy 53 (1978): 5-20, p. 8: “To
be loved full-stop is simply to be loved without there being anything that the love is for.
In such a situation there is likely to be some explanation why the love came into being,
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qualities for which we love someone are qualities that show us or remind
us or symbolize for us that value to which we respond by loving him. They
are signs of his value, not its substance. To find someone’s crooked smile
endearing is not to find him more valuable in virtue of smiling crookedly; it
is rather to find the smile emblematic of what is valuable about him, which
would still be valuable even if his smile were straight.

The value that makes people proper objects of love is a topic that
seems to be surrounded by paradox. In loving someone, we treasure him
as special and irreplaceable; yet we love more than one person, and we
believe that almost everyone is worthy of being loved by someone. If
everyone is worthy of being loved, however, then everyone is worthy of
being treasured as special, and so everyone must be special — in which
case, there must be nothing special, or at least nothing especially special,
about anyone. There’s a paradox for you. Here is another. We love our own
children above all other children, and yet we don’t honestly believe that
our children are more valuable than others. How can we be so selective in
appreciating a value that we acknowledge to be virtually universal?

Niko Kolodny has argued that our reasons for loving a person lie in our
relationship with the person — his being our parent, spouse, child, or
friend. What makes someone special, according to this view, is that he is
special to us by virtue of sharing a particular relationship with us. Everyone
can be special, then, because everyone can be special to someone, with
whom he shares a similar relationship.

Although I find much to admire in Kolodny’s discussion of love, I find his
thesis unpersuasive. We probably cannot love people with whom we aren’t
acquainted, but I think that we can indeed love acquaintances with whom
we have no significant relationship — love them at first sight or from afar.
We can also love people whose relationship with us we do not value at all, as
when divorcing couples still love one another despite looking back on their
marriage as a disaster from day one. People who are estranged from their
parents or siblings generally say that refusing to have any further dealings
with these people does not entail loving them any less."

and it is possible with some objects of love for one to love them for the fact that and
because of the circumstances in which the love came into being; but there seems to me
no necessity that it should be like that — the circumstances may explain the continuance
of the love but they may not be what the love is for. I suggest that love is possible where
there is nothing that the love is for.”

10 See Hamlyn, “The Phenomena of Love and Hate”, p. 9: “It might be [said] that it must at
least be true that the lover desires the beloved, wants to be with him/her/it, or something
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At a more fundamental level, I find love as Kolodny conceives it to be
self-centered, since it responds to a value that the beloved has, not because
of what he is in himself, but because of what he is to us. Love so conceived
is a response to a fundamentally egocentric value, a value that others have
in virtue of the part they play in our lives. I doubt whether love is really so
egocentric.

In responding to a related objection, Kolodny says: !

Nevertheless, it may be replied, even if we are not valued only instrumentally
on the relationship theory, we are still valued extrinsically and nonfinally.
Our relatives value us, it might be said, in the way one might value a now
useless pen that once belonged to Winston Churchill: as an [intrinsically]
worthless object that merits a certain response only because it is associated
with something of final worth. This analogy, however, is misleading in
at least two respects. First, our relatives do not deny that we are finally
valuable. However else they view us, they view us as persons, and hence as
beings with final value. Second, it is not the case that our relatives’ valuing
us is optional, given that they value their relationships to us. According to
the relationship theory, their valuing us is constitutive of their valuing their
relationships to us, in the sense that they cannot respond appropriately to
the value of their relationships to us without also valuing us. Admiring
Churchill, by contrast, does not require fetishizing his possessions.

Here Kolodny concedes that when people love us, they regard us as
valuable in ourselves, because they regard us as persons. Yet according to
Kolodny, this appreciation of our value as persons is distinct from people’s
love for us, which is based instead on our relationship with them.

In my view, appreciation for someone’s value as a person is not distinct
from loving him: it is the evaluative core of love. I do not mean that love
is a value judgment to the effect that the beloved has final value as an end
in himself. Love is rather an appreciative response to the perception of
that value. And I mean “perception” literally: the people we love are the
ones whom we succeed in perceiving as persons within some of the human
organisms milling about us. Only sometimes in this throng do we vividly
see a face or hear a voice or feel a touch as animated by the inner presence

of that kind. I am not sure that even this has to be true. Suppose that someone has got
to the point of recognizing the absolutely disastrous character of a relationship. It is
possible for them to renounce it and any desire for its continuance while still loving the
person concerned.”

11 Niko Kolodny, “Love as Valuing a Relationship”, The Philosophical Review 112 (2003):
135-189, p. 156. I have substituted the word ‘intrinsically’ for ‘extrinsically” in the original
passage, on the assumption that the latter is a misprint.
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of a self-aware, autonomous other — a person who is self to himself, like
us. Iris Murdoch says that “love is the extremely difficult realisation that
something other than oneself is real”’? — that someone other than oneself
is real, I would say, in the case of love for a person. A sense of wonder at
the vividly perceived reality of another person is, in my view, the essence
of love.

It is because the reality of other persons is not directly perceptible to
us that we love people for their faces and voices — and even their flaws
— which somehow alert us to the presence of another inner life alongside
our own. Not every smile strikes us quite forcibly with the presence of the
person behind it — not one in a million — which is why we love but one in
a million, perhaps for his smile. We do not see most people for what they
are, even if we know what they are. And what are they, that they are worthy
of being loved, except other persons like ourselves?

This explanation for the selectivity of love still doesn’t solve the puzzle
of everyone’s being worthy of love and hence worthy of being valued as
special. Even if each of us can value only a few people as special, the thought
that everyone deserves to be so valued seems to imply that everyone
actually is special — in which case, no one is special, after all.

The solution to this puzzle, I think, is to realize that what makes a
person special is not a value that sets him apart from others; it’s a value that
calls for appreciating him by setting him apart, a mode of appreciation that
considers him alone. The key to this solution is that values are normative,
in the first instance, not for actions or choices but rather for appreciative
attitudes.”” To be valuable is to be worthy of being valued in some way
— that is, worthy of being the object of some appreciative response. This
conception allows us to understand a kind of value that is not merely
incommensurable but constitutively incomparable, because it is properly
appreciated by a response that essentially involves a refusal to make
comparisons, an insistence on cherishing its object in isolation from others.

Love isjust such an attitude. We treasure the object of our love as special,
not by comparing him favorably with alternative love objects, but rather
by focusing appreciative attention solely on him, shunning any thought

12 Iris Murdoch, “The Sublime and the Good”, in Existentialists and Mystics: Writings on
Philosophy and Literature, ed. Peter Conradi (New York: Penguin, 1997), 205-220, p. 215.

13 Iborrow this conception of value from Elizabeth Anderson, Value in Ethics and Economics
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993).
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of alternatives. Each person is special in the sense that he deserves to be
valued singularly in this manner, as he is in himself. In this sense, each
person can be literally beyond compare.

I believe that deserving to be valued singularly, without comparison, is
what Kant had in mind when he spoke of a person as a self-existent end. The
appearance of paradox in this doctrine is due to a confusion between being
valued singularly, without comparison, and being evaluated as singular
in comparison with others. The latter cannot be deserved by everyone,
obviously, but the former can.

Thus far I have said that love is a noncomparative response to another’s
personhood as vividly perceived through the medium of those
characteristics which we are said to love the person for. But what can be
said about the response itself? How do we respond to another person in
loving him?

For an answer to this question, I draw on a comparison that many
philosophers find counterintuitive — namely, a comparison between
love and Kantian respect. The comparison shouldn’t be counterintuitive,
I claim, because love is a moral emotion: in particular, it is the emotion by
which moral sensibilities are first implanted in children and by which the
moral sensibilities of adults are enlivened or, if necessary, revived. If loving
someone were not somehow akin to respecting him, love could not be the
moral education that it is.

Now, Kant characterizes the response to a person that he calls respect
by saying that it “checks” or “arrests” our self-seeking motives, which
might otherwise move us to use the person merely as a means to our
ends.” I think that love resembles respect in being an arresting awareness
of another’s value — a description that I intend to be understood both
phenomenologically and functionally. Like wonder, awe, and amazement,
these emotions give us the feeling of being pulled up short, brought to
attention, riveted, transfixed. And in each of these emotions some other,
distracting motivational tendency is actually being arrested, though it is not
the same tendency in every case. Whereas respect arrests our self-interested

14 Harry Frankfurt says, “The function of love ... is not to make people good.” I disagree.
(Or I would insist that making people good is, if not the function of love, at least one of
its effects.) Frankfurt’s statement appears in “The Dear Self”, Philosophers’ Imprint 1, no.
1 (2001), http://www.philosophersimprint.org/001000/

15 Actually, Kant says that what respect “checks” is our self-love, but Kant isn’t thinking of
love at all, in my view. ‘Self-love’ for Kant means “self-interest”.
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designs on a person, love arrests our emotional defenses against him,
leaving us emotionally vulnerable to him." In colloquial terms, loving
someone lays our heart open to him, leaving us emotionally disarmed and
susceptible to all manner of other emotions toward him.

This difference between respect and love is reflected in their motivational
potentials. Because respect for a person checks our self-interested motives
toward him, its motivational force tends toward restraint, abstinence, and
noninterference. Because love for a person checks our emotional defenses
against him, its motivational force favors involvement and engagement.
Respecting someone, we take care not to do various things to him or to let
various things happen to him; loving someone, we are open to caring about
him in all sorts of ways.

The foregoing descriptions of love are too abstract to convey the feeling,
of course; indeed, their abstractness serves only to make them seem
phenomenologically false. I have tried to describe the feeling of love by
saying that it is an arresting awareness of value, similar to other arresting
responses suchas wonderand awe, and thatitarrests ouremotional defenses,
so that it results in an opening of the heart. I hope that these admittedly
vague and metaphorical descriptions find at least some resonance in the
reader’s experience of love. I have tried to think of a familiar experience
that will similarly resonate with my claim that this arresting awareness of
value is, more specifically, an awareness of personhood. Oddly enough, the
best example I can find is one that doesn’t involve actual personhood at all:
it's the experience of loving a dog.

It'snot so odd, really. Precisely because a dog isn’t a person, we can more
readily notice when we start to see him as one. If he’s the right dog and we
have the right rapport with him, we come to see him looking back at us
with what seems like intelligent self-awareness, which makes his habitual
obedience seem more like respect for us, and his instinctual affection more
like love. Looking into his eyes, we seem to see someone there, someone who
can reciprocate these interpersonal emotions. And having seen someone
there, we are susceptible to feeling that form of love which I have described

16 I suspect that aesthetic appreciation is an arresting awareness in the same sense,
responding to the beauty of an artwork, e.g., in a way that leaves us emotionally
vulnerable to its content. I believe that Kant describes respect as an arresting awareness.
What is arrested in respect, according to Kant, is self-love — though I believe that ‘love’
is a misnomer, since what Kant has in mind is self-interest.
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as fiercer than mere benevolent affection. We are also susceptible to feeling
not just irritated by the dog, if he misbehaves, but betrayed, because we
have trusted him, when we should have known that all there is to trust is
his training.

I'am quite sure that my feelings for my late poodle were a response to the
experience of seeing someone there in his eyes. In clearheaded moments, I
don’t believe that there really was someone there, but I am still under the
illusion after his death, remembering him as I would a deceased person
— not a lost toy for which I felt a fond attachment but a beloved personal
presence, even though he was only a dog.

Murdoch’s description of love as the realization that something is real other
than oneself may seem to imply that loving oneself is either unavoidable or
impossible.”” If things other than oneself are the ones whose reality is difficult
to realize, then perhaps one’s own reality is obvious and the realization
constitutive of love is unavoidable in reference to oneself. Or perhaps one
can never have the requisite realization in reference to oneself, because it
must be the realization of reality in something else. In fact, however, I think
that Murdoch’s description explains self-love more convincingly than the
alternatives. Specifically, it better explains why loving oneself is possible
but by no means easy, a moderately difficult accomplishment.

Of course, most people think well of themselves, and most also favor
their own interests. If love were just a form of flattery or favoritism, then
self-love would be virtually universal. But our test for whether people
genuinely love themselves comes when we love them, thereby responding
to their value in a way that models what self-love on their part would be.
And when we love people, we frequently find that their self-flattery and
self-favoritism fall somewhat short of love.

Genuine self-love is elusive because it requires a vivid awareness of
one’s personhood, consisting in one’s rational autonomy. One can rarely
avoid being vividly present to oneself as the conscious subject of feelings
and behaviors, but one can easily be blinded to one’s own autonomy or to
the moral valence of that capacity. One can consequently raise emotional
defenses against oneself, defenses that take the familiar forms of repression
and dissociation. One feels threatened by one’s unruly impulses, because
one is blinded to one’s own capacity to tame them with the force of respect

17 On the subject of self-love, see Frankfurt, “The Dear Self”. I will have more to say about
this essay in the Appendix, below.
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and love, and so one is moved to deny having such impulses or being
responsible for the behavior that might express them. Self-love enables one
to accept the presence of unruly impulses, to accept oneself as subject to
them, because it involves the vivid awareness of something in oneself that
can be trusted to manage them. And self-love thereby facilitates the lifting
of repression and the healing of dissociation.'®

When [ say that loving someone is a response to the value of rational
autonomy, lamnotsaying that welove him for being rationally autonomous.
My view, as I have said, is that the qualities “for” which we love someone
are the qualities that serve as signs or symbols of his rational autonomy in
our eyes. To my knowledge, this view is the only way to explain why we
can love someone for his flaws.

Sometimes the recognition of a brushstroke as a flaw is what alerts us
to its surroundings as a work of art, as having a value without which that
stroke would be just another daub of paint. Similarly, an actor’s portrayal
of a character’s weaknesses can be what makes the character seem real —
really a person, that is, having those powers of rational autonomy against
which human traits can stand out as weaknesses. A trait that would be
merely a nuisance in another animal can be, in a person, the foil that casts
his personhood into relief, the exception that proves the rule. We can love
someone for his flaws, then, because our seeing them as flaws can be what
alerts us to the fact that we are seeing a person, with the capacities against
which they stand out as flaws.

My conception of love, when combined with the views of Darwall and
Rosati, favors an Aristotelian conception of a person’s interests. What
it makes sense to care about out of love for a person is the unimpeded
realization of his personhood, which might be described as his flourishing,
in that sense of the term which is used to translate Aristotle’s ‘eudaimonia’.
Caring about the self-realization of the beloved is not intrinsic to the
emotion of love itself; it is one of the further responses to which love makes
us susceptible by disarming our emotional defenses. But it is the further
response that most naturally ensues when our defenses have been disarmed
in response to the value of the beloved in himself, since it is a desire to see
that value brought to its fullest realization.

18 It also facilitates self-forgiveness.
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We can observe this aspect of love in the feelings of parents for their
young adult children, who are just coming into the full realization of their
personhood. WhatI found natural to care about out of love for my adolescent
children was, to begin with, that they find direction — goals in pursuit of
which to exercise their powers. Nothing makes parents of young adults
fret more than seeing their children adrift.'” And once my children adopted
some directions — and there were many different directions over the years
— I'found myself caring about their progress in those directions, no matter
how little intrinsic value I might have been inclined to see there in advance.
In a quick succession of years, I became deeply interested in lacrosse
and Morris dancing, poetry slams and photography, and specifically in
the accomplishments of a particular midfielder, Morris dancer, poet, or
photographer, because these were the directions that my children had set
for themselves. Of course, I eventually learned to appreciate some of these
accomplishments intrinsically: I would realize with amazement that I was
cheering as my son walloped a schoolmate with a metal stick, or that I
was applauding choreography that previously would have struck me as
no more than quaint. But I learned to appreciate these accomplishments,
to begin with, because they were the ones that my children had chosen to
cultivate. In other words, I learned to appreciate them out of love for my
children.

These examples introduce three distinct but related values. First is the
value of my children as persons. Next is the value of their good, which
consists in whatever it makes sense to care about out of an appreciation
for their value. I have suggested that the relevant mode of appreciation is
love, and that what it makes sense to care about out of love for them is the
realization of their autonomy — their exercise of the capacity to which my
love is an appreciative response. In loving my sons, I respond to the powers
constitutive of their personhood, and it then makes sense for me to care
about their exercise of those powers, bringing their personhood to fruition.
And their exercise of those powers, because it is that which it makes sense
to me to care about out of appreciation of their value, is what constitutes
their good.

19 Frankfurt makes a similar point in “The Dear Self”, p. 10. (I quote the relevant passage
at n. 26, below.) See also Frankfurt’s essay “On the Usefulness of Final Ends”, in his
Necessity, Volition, and Love (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 82-94.
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Finally, there is the value of the ends in whose pursuit my children
realized their autonomy. Caring about their ends is not quite the same
as caring about their interests, though the two are deeply entangled.
Playing lacrosse wasn’t essential to my son’s good: he could have exercised
his powers in many other pursuits instead. But of course his autonomy
could be properly exercised only in pursuits of his own choosing, and
lacrosse was what he chose. I might have thought that lacrosse was a bad
choice — indeed, a choice inimical to his interests, if I had thought that it
would expose him to serious injury that would damage his prospects for
autonomous pursuits in the future. In that case, I would have seen a conflict
of value between his interests and his ends. This conflict would have been
of the maddening sort that arises between values that are at least partly
traceable to a common source.

The value of my son’s end, playing lacrosse, was distinct from the value
of his good, which was the realization of his autonomy. But these two values
were at least partly connected, because his end derived some of its value
from its being that in pursuit of which he chose to realize his autonomy — a
direction in which he decided that his flourishing would unfold. I will have
more to say about this connection in a moment.

Because respect and love respond to the value of a person, they are
responses out of which we do or want things for the person’s sake, thereby
taking the person as our end. But what we do or want for the person’s sake
out of love is rather different from what we do or want out of respect. The
difference is perhaps clearest in our stance toward the person’s ends.

Respect for a person restrains us from interfering with his pursuit of
his ends, and it can also restrain us from taking a stance of indifference to
whether he has the wherewithal to pursue them. But insofar as we merely
respect someone, his success in attaining his ends doesn’t matter to us, so
long as we leave him free to do his best. I have now suggested that love
engenders a different attitude, leading us to care about the full realization
of personhood in the beloved through his autonomous endeavors. I have
illustrated this suggestion by describing our tendency to care about the
endeavors of someone we love even if we see no intrinsic value in them.

I think that this manifestation of love occurs in the reflexive case as well
— that is, in love for oneself. Of course, one is already motivated toward
one’s ends simply by virtue of having adopted them, to begin with: they
are things that one wants, or at least aims to attain. And yet there are plenty
of things that one wants or aims to attain without feeling that they really
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matter or that attaining them is of any importance. One doesn’t take them
seriously or care about them deeply. But if one loves oneself, then one will
care about one’s ends, not merely out of having adopted them as ends, in
the first place, but also out of concern for the realization of one’s autonomy
through the pursuit and attainment of whatever ends one has adopted.
One will have, in other words, a second-order concern for one’s ends, out of
love for the self who has chosen to invest his autonomy in pursuing them.
And this second-order concern will transform one’s ends from objects that
one merely desires or aims at into objects about which one genuinely cares.

(The idea of such a transformation by second-order attitudes will be
familiar from the work of Harry Frankfurt. And I think that the point I have
just made about self-love, in particular, is present in some of Frankfurt’s
writings, though not in the writings primarily devoted to the topic of love.
In the Appendix to this chapter, I examine the relation between Frankfurt’s
views on the subject and my own.)

I now return, at last, to the argument against escapist suicide, which
occasioned the foregoing reflections on love and personal good. Do these
reflections provide materials for repairing the argument?

On the conception of personal good that I have developed, a person’s
good does not include his happiness essentially: it includes his happiness
only because happiness is one of his ends. His good consists in the full
realization of his rational autonomy, which is what would make sense
to care about out of appreciation for his value as a person. His happiness
makes sense to care about out of love for the person only because it is one of
the ends in pursuit of which he must fully realize his autonomy. Indeed, it
makes sense for him to care about, rather than merely desire, only out love
for himself, and only as one of many ends whose pursuit would bring his
autonomy to full realization.

Here escapist suicide impinges on the relevant concerns in the irrational
manner that I described at the outset. In caring about our own autonomy
out of self-love, we care about its full realization, which cannot come in the
pursuit of a single end such as happiness, much less in the exercise of a
single, one-time choice such as suicide. Out of respect for a person we can
restrain ourselves from interfering with a single choice on his part, but in
loving the person we want to see his autonomy brought to fruition more
broadly. And because our own happiness is worth caring about only out of
self-love, it is worth caring about only out of an appreciative response that
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extends to more than any one exercise of autonomy. Insofar as a person
still has a variety of ends that he is capable of pursuing autonomously,
they make sense for him to care about out of self-love. But of course suicide
brings all of his pursuits to an end. Suicide therefore thwarts the concern
out of which happiness is worth wanting in the way that entrenches it in
the person’s good. In sum, self-interested suicide is irrational.

My own view is that hastening death becomes morally appropriate only
in the context of deterioration or suffering that compromises autonomy to
an extent that can make talk of suicide inappropriate. But my conclusion
about self-interested suicide can be stated more generally so as to encompass
end-of-life decisions that are not solely on the shoulders of the prospective
decedent. The conclusion is that we should not favor ending someone’s
life out of sympathy for him or concern for his happiness; we should favor
ending his life only when we can do so out of love.

I think that sympathy or benevolence toward a loved one can tempt
us to indulge his expressed wish for assistance in dying even when our
love for him rebels at the thought. Such are the cases in which we should
hesitate, in my view. We must of course distinguish carefully between
loving perception of the person as he really is and attachment to him as
he formerly was. Reluctance to let go of what is already gone should not
determine our response. But neither should sympathy or benevolence,
when they are not seconded by genuine, clear-sighted love.

I have elsewhere endorsed the slogan ‘death with dignity’, which I
interpret as meaning “death while dignity is still mostly intact, before it
suffers further, irrevocable deterioration”.*® Unfortunately, however, the
word “dignity’ is not generally understood in the morally relevant, Kantian
sense; it is often used to denote grounds of self-esteem, such as youth,
good looks, and independence. Maybe, then, I should advocate retiring the
slogan “death with dignity” in favor of ‘death with love’, meaning “death
only as love would allow”.

20 See “A Right of Self-Termination?”, chapter 3 of this volume.
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Appendix: Harry Frankfurt on Caring

On the topic of “caring”, Frankfurt says:*

We often devote our time and effort and other resources to the pursuit of
goals that we desire to attain because we are convinced of their intrinsic
value but that we do not really consider to be of any importance to us. ...
Suppose someone is planning to attend a concert that is to be devoted to
music he particularly enjoys. There are easily imaginable circumstances
in which he might emphatically and sincerely declare that, although he
certainly does want to go to the concert, it is not something that he regards
as being at all important to him. Consider the following scenario. The
prospective concertgoer is asked by a close friend for an important favor.
Doing the favor will make it impossible for him to get to the concert. He
agrees gladly to do the favor, but incidentally mentions to his friend that
doing it will require him to change his plans for the evening. Upon hearing
this, his friend becomes confused and apologetic, expresses a reluctance to
impose upon his good-natured readiness to forgo the concert, and begins to
withdraw the request for the favor. At this point, the music lover interrupts
him, saying: “Don’t worry about the possibility that you may be taking
too much advantage of my friendship for you. The fact is that going to this
concert is not at all important to me. I really don’t care about missing it.”

In order for this person to care about going to the concert, according to
Frankfurt, his desire to go would have to be such as to persist even if he
decides not to, and “the persistence of his desire must be due to the fact
that he is unwilling to give it up” — that is, “the fact that he is disposed to
support and sustain his desire”.? Caring thus has the hierarchical structure
that is familiar from so much of Frankfurt’s work in moral psychology.

Frankfurt says that caring about things matters to us independently of
whether they are intrinsically worth caring about. It matters because it is
the means by which we give our lives coherence and unity, by supporting
and sustaining some of our desires over time:*

Suppose we cared about nothing. In that case, we would be creatures with
no active interest in establishing or sustaining any thematic continuity in our
volitional lives. We would not be disposed to make any effort to maintain
any of the interests, aims, and ambitions by which we are from time to
time moved. ... From our point of view as agents ... whatever coherence

21 Harry G. Frankfurt, “On Caring”, in Necessity, Volition, and Love, 155-180, p. 159.
22 Tbid., p. 160.
23 Ibid., p. 162.
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or unity might happen to come about ... would be merely fortuitous and
inadvertent. It would not be the result of any deliberate or guiding intent on
our part. Desires and volitions of various hierarchical orders would come
and go; and sometimes they might last for a while. But in the design and
contrivance of their succession we ourselves would be playing no concerned
or defining role.

Because caring about things is our way of giving coherence and unity to our
lives, Frankfurt believes, it has an importance beyond that of the particular
things that we care about: “The value to us of the fact that we care about
various things does not derive simply from the value or the suitability of
the objects about which we care. Caring is important to us for its own sake,
insofar as it is the indispensably foundational activity through which we
provide continuity and coherence to our volitional lives. Regardless of
whether its objects are appropriate, our caring about things possesses for us
an inherent value by virtue of its essential role in making us the distinctive
kind of creatures that we are.”*

The choice of objects to care about can thus be governed by the value of
caring itself rather than the value of the objects:

What makes it more suitable, then, for a person to make one object rather
than another important to himself? It seems that it must be the fact that it
is possible for him to care about the one and not about the other, or to care
about the one in a way which is more important to him than the way in
which it is possible for him to care about the other. ... The person does not
care about the object because its worthiness commands that he do so. On
the other hand, the worthiness of the activity of caring commands that he
choose an object which he will be able to care about.”

Now, Frankfurt doesn’t say exactly why it matters or should matter to us
that our lives have continuity, coherence, and unity. But he does say that it
will matter to us insofar as we love ourselves:

Parents express their love ... by doing what they can to ensure that their
children actually have genuine interests and are therefore not condemned
to lives that are chaotically fragmented and empty of meaning. Thus, their
concern may extend also to helping their children to become capable of

24 Tbid., pp. 162-163.

25 Harry G. Frankfurt, “The Importance of What We Care About”, in his The Importance of
What We Care About (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), p. 94.

26 Frankfurt, “The Dear Self”, p. 10.
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loving, to encouraging and assisting them to find love. This suggests that
a person who loves nothing may nonetheless be able to show that he loves
himself by attempting to alter whatever personal characteristics may impair
his capacity to love and by making suitable efforts to find things to love.

Frankfurt conceives of love as a selfless identification with, and concern
for, the interests of the beloved. In the essay from which this last quotation
is drawn, he says that “the true interests of anyone ... are defined and
determined by what he loves.”” Yet he goes on to say, in the quoted passage,
that love for someone gives rise to a concern for something beyond what
he loves — a concern, that is, for his having something to love, so that his
life will have coherence and unity. And the value for the beloved of having
something to love in the first place cannot be explained by his loving
anything antecedently. Hence, Frankfurt seems to presuppose a “true
interest” on the part of the beloved that is prior to that which is defined
and determined by what he loves.

I'would say that the interest in question is the interest that every person
has in the fullest realization of his rational autonomy, which is in his
interest because it is what would be most natural to want for his sake, out
of love for him. A person most fully realizes himself as a person by having
sustained and coherent pursuits, and so his caring about some pursuits
in this fashion is what would make sense for anyone to want out of an
appreciative response to his personhood. Like Frankfurt, I believe that it
is what we want for our children, out of love for them; and I agree with
Frankfurt that it is also what we want for ourselves, out of self-love.

27 Tbid,, p. 8.






5. Family History

When I received my maternal grandfather’s birth certificate from the
General Register Office in London, I found that the space for the mother’s
signature had been completed in the same official hand as the rest of the
certificate. It read, “The mark of Golda, Mother” next to a tiny, tentative x.
Golda’s mark, similarly annotated, appears on the birth certificates of my
grandfather’s next older brother and younger sister, who were also born in
London, each at a different address in the East End.

My great-grandparents had arrived in London, with two children,
sometime before 1891, the date on the birth certificate of their first English-
born child. Different versions of family lore trace them variously to Minsk,
Kobryn, and Brest-Litovsk, although the best guess may be that they moved
from one location in Ukraine to another before deciding to leave altogether.
After the birth of their fifth child, they left London for New York, the father
sailing in 1895, the mother and children a year later. On the ship’s manifest,
archived at Ellis Island, he is listed as Nathan Saltman, thirty-two years old,
a cabinetmaker from Russia.

My grandfather attended the City University of New York and became a
teacher in the New York City public schools. One of his daughters followed
him into that profession; the other daughter, my mother, became a school
librarian. I and my two brothers are university professors.

1 This is the accepted manuscript of an article originally published by Taylor and Francis
in Philosophical Papers 34 (2005): 357-378, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/05568640509485163
For comments and discussion, I am grateful to Jason Stanley, Connie Rosati, Thaddeus
Metz, and Ward Jones. For information about donor conception, I am grateful to Diane
Allen of InfertilityNetwork.org. Thanks also to Joanna Rose, Myfanwy Walker, Caroline
Lorbach, Narelle Grech, Bill Cordray, Eric Blyth, and John Triseliotis.
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Iassume that my great-grandfather left Ukraine to escape conscription into
the Czar’s army, or some equally unpalatable fate devised for the Jews. I
do not know why the family left England for the United States. Judging
from the changes of address recorded on the children’s birth certificates, I
imagine that work in the Jewish furniture factories in the East End afforded
only a precarious living. No doubt, the parents were looking for something
better.

I and my brothers are the beneficiaries of that search: we have the
“something better” that our great-grandparents were looking for. It has
turned out to include the luxury of writing essays such as this for a living,
three short generations after a time when births in the family were certified
with an x.

That I am the great-grandson of Russian Jewish immigrants, that I enjoy
the fruits of their strivings — this much I know with certainty. I also know
that I inherited not just the fruits but the striving, too. What I don’t know is
how to understand that latter piece of my inheritance. Was it passed down
entirely through my mother’s upbringing by her father, and my upbringing
by her? Or is the push in my personality a genetic endowment, from great-
grandparents who twice pushed on?

A formal photograph of Nathan and Golda, dated 1918 and signed
“Sincerely, Ma and Pa”, hangs on the wall of our living room, next to a
photo of my wife’s paternal grandmother as a child, with her parents
and siblings. My great-grandparents stand in their best clothes, looking
awkwardly resolute; my wife’s great-grandparents sit on a rustic front
porch in Tennessee, looking more than a little like hillbillies. I think of these
pictures as representing the eclectic ancestry of my children.

My children have inherited attitudes and lifeways from these ancestors,
but they would have received such a cultural inheritance from anyone who
had reared the people who reared them, or the people who had reared
those people, and so on — anyone connected to them by the ancestral of
the “parenting” relation, whether or not it corresponded to the relation of
biological ancestry. Does it matter that their cultural inheritance came, in
fact, from the same sources as their genes? If it had come from different
sources, would their ancestry have mattered to them, divergent as it would
then have been from their cultural past?

Naturally, my children’s ancestry would still have mattered in
that it would have influenced many of their characteristics, from their
appearance to their aptitudes. What I'm asking, though, is whether their
ancestry would or should have mattered in their eyes. Would they have
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had any reason to care about their progenitors — about knowing who
their progenitors were or knowing them, as we philosophers say, by
acquaintance?

Many adoptees think so. They go to heroic lengths to find their biological
families, impelled by what they describe as a deep and unrelenting need.?
But maybe they are just confused, because of living in a culture that is itself
confused about the importance of biological ties. Maybe adoptees could be
brought to see the insignificance of ancestry, if only they were sufficiently
rational and realistic.

We had better hope so. For our society has embarked on a vast social
experiment in producing children designed to have no human relations
with some of their biological relatives. Conceived of anonymously donated
sperm or eggs, these children are permanently severed from all or part of
their biological past.®

2 A recent literature review concludes: “Following conservative estimates of more recent
studies in countries with open records policies, about 50% of all adopted persons will, at
some point in their life, search for their birth parents” (Ulrich Miiller and Barbara Perry,
“Adopted Persons’ Search for and Contact with Their Birth Parents I: Who Searches
and Why?”, Adoption Quarterly 4 [2001]: 5-37, p. 8). These numbers have recently been
increasing (p. 9), perhaps in response to greater awareness and acceptance of such
searches.

The offspring of donated sperm and eggs have also begun to search for their
biological families, often via the Internet. See, for example, the Donor Sibling Registry
(http://www.donorsiblingregistry.com); the Donor Offspring, Parent & Sibling Registry
and Search Page (http://www.amfor.net/DonorOffspring); the “Donor Offspring” page
of the Donor Conception Support Group of Australia (http://www.dcsg.org.au); and the
UK Donor Link Voluntary Information Exchange and Contact Register (http://www.
ukdonorlink.org.uk). See also David Plotz, The Genius Factory: The Curious History of the
Nobel Prize Sperm Bank (New York: Random House, 2005). See also an op-ed entitled
“Give Me My Own History”, David Gollancz (The Guardian, May 19, 2002, http://www.
theguardian.com/society/2002/may/20/comment.comment). On the similarities between
donor conception and adoption, see Eric Blyth, Marilyn Crawshaw, Jean Haase, and
Jennifer Speirs, “The Implications of Adoption for Donor Offspring Following Donor-
Assisted Conception”, Child & Family Social Work 6 (2001): 295-304.

3 In discussing gamete donation, I am going to gloss over the many variations in this
practice, in which single adults, homosexual couples, or infertile heterosexual couples
cause a child to be conceived with donated sperm, donated eggs, or both, often but not
always with the help of in vitro fertilization or gestational surrogacy. Locutions designed
to maintain strict neutrality among these variants would be unwieldy, and so I avoid them
in favor of shorter but admittedly less precise locutions. For example, I generally speak of
donor parents and custodial parents in the plural, although there may be only one of each.
Generating the relevant disjunction of variants is left as an exercise for the reader.

Cases of gamete donation often have other potentially controversial aspects. For
example, there is often only one custodial parent, or no custodial parent of one sex or
the other. Creating children with the intention that they not have a custodial father, or
alternatively a custodial mother, is potentially just as problematic as creating children
divorced from their biological origins. But these problems are a topic for another paper.


http://www.donorsiblingregistry.com/
http://www.amfor.net/DonorOffspring
http://www.dcsg.org.au
http://www.ukdonorlink.org.uk
http://www.ukdonorlink.org.uk
http://www.theguardian.com/society/2002/may/20/comment.comment
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The experiment of creating these children is supported by a new
ideology of the family, developed for people who want to have children
but lack the biological means to “have” them in the usual sense. The new
ideology has to do with the sense in which the resulting children will have
families. It says that these children will have families in the only sense that
matters, or at least in a sense that is good enough.

Clearly, it has turned out to be less than enough for any adopted person
who goes in search of a biological family. The new ideology of the family is
rarely mentioned in this context. The ideology isn’t mentioned, I imagine,
because it isn’t needed to justify traditional adoption, in which people
volunteer to replace biological parents who are unavailable, unwilling, or
unfit to care for a child they have already conceived. The child needs to
be parented by someone, and it cannot or should not be parented by its
biological parents, for reasons that would outweigh any value inhering in
biological ties. An ideology belittling the value of such ties is not needed to
justify entrusting this child to adoptive parents.

The new ideology of the family is needed rather for cases in which people
wanting to parent a child cause one to be conceived with donated gametes.
That this child cannot be parented by one or both of its biological parents
is not a disadvantage that its custodial parents volunteer to mitigate; it was
a desideratum that guided them in creating the child, to begin with. Not
being attached to a partner with whom they could be fertile, they needed
a child who was correlatively unattached, a child already disowned by at
least one of its biological parents. Rather than adopt a child whose ties to its
biological parents had been ruptured after conception, they intentionally
created one for whom those ties were ruptured antecedently. This choice
would be morally problematic if biological ties were genuinely meaningful.
Hence the need for an ideology that denies their meaning.

These remarks are admittedly polemical, and they will no doubt offend
some readers. Whether there is anything to them depends on whether there
is significant value in being parented by one’s biological parents or, more
generally, having human relations with one’s biological relatives. The idea of
such a value can hardly be considered unusual, given that it is enshrined in the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. Article 7, paragraph
1, states: “The child shall be registered immediately after birth and shall have
the right from birth to a name, the right to acquire a nationality and, as far as
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possible, the right to know and be cared for by his or her parents.”* The rights
enunciated in this provision strike me as important, and this essay takes a
few tentative steps toward explaining why.

I'take only a few steps because I want to skirt many of the considerations
that catch the eye on a first glance at the topic. The topic of our biological
origins is littered with mythical or symbolic thoughts, about blood and
bone and seed and such. I want to pick my way around these thoughts, in
search of some realistic and rational considerations. My reason for being
so cautious is that doubts about reproductive technology are often written
off to fear and superstition. I want to avoid raising any considerations that
might be dismissed on those grounds.

My caution in this regard will lead me to overlook many considerations
that I see as genuinely meaningful. What is most troubling about gamete
donation is that it purposely severs a connection of the sort that normally
informs a person’s sense of identity, which is composed of elements
that must bear emotional meaning, as only symbols and stories can. To
downplay the symbolic and mythical significance of severing a child’s
connections to its biological parents is therefore to misrepresent what is

4 The Convention is posted at http://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx
See Eric Blyth and Abigail Farrand, “Anonymity in Donor-Assisted Conception and the
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child”, International Journal of Children’s Rights 12
(2004): 89-104. The Implementation Handbook for the Convention on the Rights of the Child
makes clear that the term “parents” in this clause includes biological parents in the first
instance, and that the Convention therefore militates against the practice of anonymous
gamete donation (Rachel Hodgkin and Peter Newell, Implementation Handbook for the
Convention on the Rights of the Child [UNICEF, revised edition 2002], pp. 117-119).

For some social-scientific and legal perspectives, with further references, see
Michael Freeman, “The New Birth Right? Identity and the Child of the Reproduction
Revolution”, The International Journal of Children’s Rights 4 (1996): 273-297; A. ]J. Turner
and A. Coyle, “What Does It Mean to Be a Donor Offspring? The Identity Experiences
of Adults Conceived by Donor Insemination and the Implications for Counselling and
Therapy”, Human Reproduction 15 (2000): 2041-2051; Lucy Frith, “Gamete Donation and
Anonymity: The Ethical and Legal Debate”, Human Reproduction 16 (2001): 818-824; Truth
and the Child: A Contribution to the Debate on the Warnock Report, ed. Nigel Bruce, Ann K.
Mitchell, and Kate Priestley (Edinburgh: Family Care, 1988); Truth and the Child 10 Years
On: Information Exchange in Donor Assisted Conception, ed. Eric Blyth, Marilyn Crawshaw,
and Jennifer Speirs (Birmingham: British Association of Social Workers, 1998).

The material cited here argues that donor-conceived offspring should have access to
information about their biological parents. In this paper I argue for a stronger conclusion
— that donor conception is wrong. In my view, the reasons for concluding that children
should have access to information about their biological parents support the stronger
conclusion that, other things being equal, children should be raised by their biological
parents. For many children already born, other things are not at all equal, and adoption
is therefore desirable; but as I argue below, other things are indeed equal for children
who have not yet been conceived.
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really going on, if not because the symbols and stories are literally true then
at least because they are truly part of the human psyche.

But to speak of the human psyche in such terms is already to verge
on superstition in the eyes of those who consider themselves enlightened.
Although I will briefly reintroduce some of these terms at the end of my
essay, I will first try to address the enlightened in their own rationalistic
terms.

An argument against the use of donated gametes risks giving offense
because it seems to raise doubts about particular children as to whether
they should have been born. But talk about whether someone should or
should not have been born is confused and confusing.’

‘Should’ and ‘ought’ express norms that tell us what to do. In addition to
these norms recommending or requiring action, there are values attaching
to objects and events, warranting various modes of appreciation for them.
Events can be felicitous, deplorable, or regrettable, for example; persons,
places, or things can be beautiful or ugly, admirable or contemptible,
lovable or hateful, and so on. If you expect the world to deliver perfectly
congruent norms and values — that is, if you expect that insofar as
something is beautiful or admirable or lovable, its coming into existence
will be a felicitous event, or its creation will be a right action — then you
are bound to be disappointed. There are beautiful things whose creation
is a grievous wrong (mushroom clouds), disgusting things whose coming
into existence is fortunate (feces), regrettable events that are right to bring
about (the death of an attacker), and so on.

Matters are further complicated by the possibility of conflict between
values that attach to types and values that attach to individual tokens of
them. My wedding ring may be precious to me even though it is of an
inferior type, neither beautiful nor well-wrought nor of any significant
monetary value; irises are gorgeous although one is just as good as another.
If you expect the world to serve up only precious individuals of precious
types, and vice versa, then you are bound to be disappointed once again.

To say that someone should or should not have been born mixes
normative categories in a way that sows confusion about the object of

5 The arguments of this section are superseded by “Persons in Prospect”, chapter 6 of
this volume, especially part III, “Love and Nonexistence”. I now regard the present
arguments as inadequate.
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assessment. Does this statement assess the person, the event of his coming
into existence, or the act of creating him? And does it make an assessment
with respect to him individually or with respect to some type that he
instantiates?

Suppose we judge that people should not have more children than they
can adequately care for. Have we implied that there are children who should
not have been born? Yes, of course, if that statement means just that some
children are born after their parents should have stopped having children.
Yes, too, if it means that the birth of a child destined to be neglected is a
regrettable kind of event. But we have not implied, of any particular child,
that his existence should be regretted or that his birthday should not be
celebrated. Loving an individual child and rejoicing in his existence is
perfectly consistent with thinking it wrong for parents like his to have had
so many children. And if you expect the world to spare you from this sort of
evaluative complexity, then you are in for the biggest disappointment of all.

Much as we love disadvantaged children, we rightly believe that people
should not deliberately create children who they already know will
be disadvantaged. In my view, people who create children by donor
conception already know — or already should know — that their children
will be disadvantaged by the lack of a basic good on which most people
rely in their pursuit of self-knowledge and identity formation. In coming to
know and define themselves, most people rely on their acquaintance with
people who are like them by virtue of being their biological relatives.

Philosophers should not have to be reminded that living things tend
to resemble their biological relatives. After all, the philosophical term for
indefinable similarities is ‘family resemblance’. Though much has been
written by philosophers about family resemblance in this technical sense,
little has been written about literal resemblance within families, which is,
after all, the paradigm case of technical family resemblance.

The philosophical concept of family resemblance is that of a similarity
that can be immediately recognized but not readily analyzed or defined.
Many of our concepts have their extension determined by family
resemblance among their instances. To have such a family resemblance
concept is just to have the ability to know an instance when we see one,
without being able to say how we know it.
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Although there is only one of me, I have a self-concept of the family-
resemblance kind. This self-concept is not the singular concept by which
I pick out the one and only me; it's my concept for the personal type of
which I happen to be the only instance but to which a doppelgénger would
belong, if  had one. I would recognize a doppelgédnger under this concept,
by our family resemblance.

Much of what I know about myself is contained in this family-
resemblance concept and cannot be articulated. I know that I am [ike this,
where the import of ‘this’ is encoded in the self-concept of which anyone
just like me would be an instance. Hence much of my self-knowledge is, so
to speak, knowledge about my family resemblance to myself. This family-
resemblance knowledge about myself includes information not only about
how I look but also about my personal manner, my styles of thinking and
feeling, my temperament, and so on. This ellipsis is difficult to fill in without
resort to figurative expressions, because family-resemblance information is
unanalyzable by definition.

My concept of my self-resemblance contains much of my psychological
knowledge about myself. Philosophers like to characterize folk psychology
as a theory; in reality, however, most of folk psychology is an intuitive matter
of knowing how to anticipate and deal with people like that — knowledge that
is heavily dependent on family-resemblance concepts of personality types
and behavioral styles. So it is with my folk-psychological self-understanding.

Finally, my family-resemblance concept of myself contains much of the
self-knowledge by which I am guided in my efforts to cultivate and shape
myself. I can articulate a few self-descriptions that indicate some directions
of self-cultivation and contra-indicate others. I'm physically coordinated
and I have a good sense of rhythm, so studying dance makes sense for
me; I have a lousy memory and weak powers of mental computation, so
studying chess is a bad idea. But many of my aspirations are directed at
fulfilling family-resemblance concepts: they are aspirations to be like that,
where ‘that’ denotes a type for which I have some paradigms or images but
no explicit definition. And these aspirations are conditioned and channeled
by family-resemblance knowledge as to how someone like this might or
might not become [ike that.

I think that forming a useful family-resemblance concept of myself would
be very difficult were I not acquainted with people to whom I bear a literal
family resemblance. Knowing what I am like would be that much harder if
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I didn’t know other people like me. And if people bear me a literal family
resemblance, then the respects in which they are like me will be especially
important to my knowledge of what I am like, since they resemble me in
respects that are deeply ingrained and resistant to change.

The difficulty of knowing what I am like is the topic of some suggestive
remarks by Bernard Berenson in his Sketch for a Self-Portrait:®

This self, what is it? For about seventy years I have been asking that question.
Can one frame an idea of one’s own personality, map it out, make a picture
of it that is in any measure convincing to an inquiring and fairly honest
mind? In my case it has not been possible. I know what people think of me,
favourably and unfavourably, and I have a sense of what composite image
of me ends by taking shape in the minds of acquaintances. In my own mind
and heart there is little correspondence with this image, although I have
learned to accept it as that in me, of me, to which others approach as to a
treaty-port in old China or Japan. To myself I am an energy of a given force
of radiation, and of a certain power of resistance; and I seem to be the same
in these respects that I remember being when I completed my sixth year.

... I'wish I could have some image, a coherent image of my personality
with a definite shape and clear outlines. It is hard enough to know how
one looks, impossible to know what one is. We are left to infer it from
what people say about us and what we accept, reject, repel and controvert
in what we hear about ourselves. We cannot even get a notion remotely
parallel to what we acquire by staring into a mirror. That is little enough,
for we gaze fixedly, we pose, we search and ask ‘is that me?’ or “is it that or
that?’; and when it happens once in a blue moon that we look into a mirror
unexpectedly we seldom recognize the image there appearing as a reflection
of ourselves. Yet how definite is this corporeal shape compared with any
sense of one’s entire personality, so uncharted, of such wavering outlines, of
such uncertain heights and depths!

I'have at times wondered what my instinctive and instantaneous reaction
would be if I could meet myself for the first time. This has all but
happened. More than once it occurred that somewhat absentmindedly
I was mounting a broad staircase which at the landing had a pier-glass
rising from floor toceiling. I seemed to see coming toward me a figure not
particularly to my taste, not at all corresponding to the type I instinctively
liked; and this figure had an abstracted effaced expression that I should
rather sidle away from than be drawn to. All this before recognizing that it
was myself.

6 Bernard Berenson, Sketch for a Self Portrait (London: Robin Clark, 1991). The following
quotations can be found at pp. 23, 27, and 67-68.
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I find Berenson’s remarks suggestive on several points. First, Berenson
conceives of his personality as having a “shape” or “outline”, like that of
his physiognomy or physique. He thus suggests that his personality is an
object not of analysis or description but rather of perceptual recognition, as
if by family resemblance. Second, his psychological profile is inaccessible
to introspection and therefore visible only from a detached perspective, as
seen through other people’s eyes. Finally, the usual technique for viewing
himself externally, by looking in the mirror, proves inadequate because his
reflection usually shows him in the act of self-presentation, striking a pose
that is unlike his spontaneous self.

Presumably, the same difficulties arise for external self-inspection of his
personality, for which mirrors are harder to come by and poses harder to
see through.

If I want to see myself as another, however, I don’t have to imagine
myself as seen through other people’s eyes: I just have to look at my father,
my mother, and my brothers, who show me by way of family resemblance
what I am like. For information about my appearance, they may not be as
good a source as an ordinary mirror; but for information about what I am
like as a person, they are the closest thing to a mirror that I can find.

If I want to know what a person like this can make of himself, I can look
first at what my parents and grandparents made of themselves, or at the
self-cultivation under way on the part of my brothers and cousins. The point
is not that I necessarily can or should strive to be whatever my biological
relatives have become, but rather that my own experiments-in-living (as
Mill called them) are most informatively supplemented by experiments on
the part of people who are relevantly like me. Our extended family is, as
it were, a laboratory for carrying out experiments-in-living relevant to the
lives of people like us.

When adoptees go in search of their biological parents and siblings, there is
aliteral sense in which they are searching for themselves. They are searching
for the closest thing to a mirror in which to catch an external and candid
view of what they are like in more than mere appearance. Not knowing any
biological relatives must be like wandering in a world without reflective
surfaces, permanently self-blind.

Children denied a knowledge of only one biological parent are not
entirely cut off from this view of themselves, but they are cut off from one
half of it. Their estrangement even from one parent, or from half-brothers
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and -sisters, must still be a deprivation, because it estranges them from
people who would be familiar without any prior acquaintance, people
with whom they would enjoy that natural familiarity which would be so
revealing about themselves.

How odd it must be to go through life never knowing whether a sense
of having met a man before is due to his being one’s father. How tantalizing
to know that there is someone who could instantly show one a living
rendition of deeply ingrained aspects of oneself. How frustrating to know
that one will never meet him!

When people deny the importance of biological ties, I wonder how they
can read world literature with any comprehension. How do they make any
sense of Telemachus, who goes in search of a father he cannot remember?
What do they think is the dramatic engine of the Oedipus story? When the
adoptive grandson of Pharaoh says, “I have been a stranger in a strange
land”, do they take him to be speaking merely as an Egyptian in the land of
Midian?” How can they even understand the colloquy between Darth Vader
and Luke Skywalker? Surely, the revelation “I am your father” should
strike them as a bit of dramatic stupidity — a remark to be answered with
“So what?”

Of course, these stories embody the mythical and symbolic values
that I have promised not to invoke; but they also, and independently,
illustrate a bit of common sense about the self-knowledge drawn from
acquaintance with biological relatives. Telemachus, Oedipus, Moses, and
even Luke Skywalker illustrate the centrality of this knowledge to the
task of identity formation, and the centrality of that task to a meaningful
human life. Through the ages, people unacquainted with their origins have
been regarded as ill-equipped for a fundamental life-task and hence as
dramatically, even tragically, disadvantaged.

As the offspring of donated gametes reach adulthood, they are
rediscovering and reiterating the age-old wisdom about the importance of
biological ties. In footnote 2, above, I have cited several online registries
through which thousands of donor-conceived adults are seeking to contact
their biological relatives. Britain has recently outlawed anonymous gamete
donation, on the grounds of a child’s right to know his or her parentage.

7 Exodus 2:22. The speaker is Moses, who not only is a stranger among the Midianites,
where he has fled from Pharaoh’s court, but has been a stranger all of his life, ever since
his mother set him afloat on the Nile.
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Donor offspring are beginning to protest their status as strangers in a
strange land.

Acquaintance with a child’s biological family can be a source of knowledge
for people other than the child itself. The use of anonymously donated
gametes can leave not just the child but also its custodial parents in the
dark, and in ways that adversely affect their parenting.

Information relevant to self-cultivation is also relevant to the rearing of
children. And that information is even more consequential for childrearing,
because the growth of children is so dramatic in comparison with what is
still possible once the age of self-cultivation has been attained. So much of
what perplexes parents has to do with the nature whose unfolding they are
trying to foster. How far can the child hope to reach and in which directions?
What is the child unable to help being and what can it be helped to become?
What will smooth its rough edges and what will just rub against the grain?

I would not want to have raised my son without having known my
maternal grandfather, with whom he has so much in common. I would
never have understood my daughter if I hadn’t known her uncles, on
both sides. And raising my children without knowing their mother — that
would have been like raising them with one eye closed. It's not just my
sympathetic knowledge of her that has helped me to understand them but
also my understanding of her and me in relation to one another, since each
child is a blend of qualities that were first blended in our relationship.

Some truths are so homely as to embarrass the philosopher who ventures to
speak them. First comes love, then comes marriage, and then the proverbial
baby carriage. Well, it's not such a ridiculous way of doing things, is it? The
baby in that carriage has an inborn nature that joins together the natures of
two adults. If those two adults are joined by love into a stable relationship
— call it marriage — then they will be naturally prepared to care for the
child with sympathetic understanding, and to show it how to recognize and
reconcile some of the qualities within itself. A child naturally comes to feel at
home with itself and at home in the world by growing up in its own family.

Human families are disrupted in various ways, by death or divorce or
poverty or social upheavals. In these circumstances a child is entitled to be
raised by parental figures who love it and love one another, even if they
are not its biological parents. The child is also entitled to feel that it is the
social equal of other children and that its parents are the equals of other
parents. Here agai