
SERVILITY A N D SELF-RESPECT 

Several motives underlie this paper.1 In the first place, I am 
curious to see if there is a legitimate source for the increasingly com­
mon feeling that servility can be as much a vice as arrogance. There 
seems to be something morally defective about the Uncle Tom and 
the submissive housewife; and yet, on the other hand, if the only in­
terests they sacrifice are their own, it seems that we should have no 
right to complain. Secondly, I have some sympathy for the now un­
fashionable view that each person has duties to himself as well as 
to others. It does seem absurd to say that a person could literally 
violate his own rights or owe himself a debt of gratitude, but I 
suspect that the classic defenders of duties to oneself had something 
different in mind. If there are duties to oneself, it is natural to ex­
pect that a duty to avoid being servile would have a prominent place 
among them. Thirdly, I am interested in making sense of Kant's 
puzzling, but suggestive, remarks about respect for persons and re­
spect for the moral law. On the usual reading, these remarks seem 
unduly moralistic; but, viewed in another way, they suggest an argu­
ment for a kind of self-respect which is incompatible with a servile 
attitude. 

My procedure will not be to explicate Kant directly. Instead I 
shall try to isolate the defect of servility and sketch an argument to 
show why it is objectionable, noting only in passing how this relates 
to Kant and the controversy about duties to oneself. What I say about 
self-respect is far from the whole story. In particular, it is not con­
cerned with esteem for one's special abilities and achievements or 
with the self-confidence which characterizes the especially auto­
nomous person. Nor is my concern with the psychological ante­
cedents and effects of self-respect. Nevertheless, my conclusions, if 
correct, should be of interest; for they imply that, given a common 
view of morality, there are nonutilitarian moral reasons for each 

1. An earlier version of this paper was presented at the meetings of the 
American Philosophical Association, Pacific Division. A number of revisions 
have been made as a result of the helpful comments of others, especially 
Norman Dahl, Sharon Hill, Herbert Morris, and Mary Mothersill. 
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person, regardless of his merits, to respect himself. To avoid servility 
to the extent that one can is not simply a right but a duty, not simply 
a duty to others but a duty to oneself. 

I 

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

Another pattern of servility is illustrated by a person I shall call 
the Self-Deprecator. Like the Uncle Tom, he is reluctant to make 
demands. He says nothing when others take unfair advantage of him. 
When asked for his preferences or opinions, he tends to shrink away 
as if what he said should make no difference. His problem, however, 
is not a sense of racial inferiority but rather an acute awareness of 
his own inadequacies and failures as an individual. These defects are 
not imaginary: he has in fact done poorly by his own standards and 
others'. But, unlike many of us in the same situation, he acts as if 
his failings warrant quite unrelated maltreatment even by strangers. 
His sense of shame and self-contempt make him content to be the 
instrument of others. He feels that nothing is owed him until he has 
earned it and that he has earned very little. He is not simply playing 
a masochist's game of winning sympathy by disparaging himself. On 
the contrary, he assesses his individual merits with painful accuracy. 
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A rather different case is that of the Deferential Wife. This is a 
woman who is utterly devoted to serving her husband. She buys 
the clothes he prefers, invites the guests he wants to entertain, and 
makes love whenever he is in the mood. She willingly moves to a 
new city in order for him to have a more attractive job, counting 
her own friendships and geographical preferences insignificant by 
comparison. She loves her husband, but her conduct is not simply 
an expression of love. She is happy, but she does not subordinate 
herself as a means to happiness. She does not simply defer to her 
husband in certain spheres as a trade-off for his deference in other 
spheres. On the contrary, she tends not to form her own interests, 
values, and ideals; and, when she does, she counts them as less 
important than her husband's. She readily responds to appeals from 
Women's Liberation that she agrees that women are mentally and 
physically equal, if not superior, to men. She just believes that the 
proper role for a woman is to serve her family. As a matter of 
fact, much of her happiness derives from her belief that she ful­
fills this role very well. No one is trampling on her rights, she says; 
for she is quite glad, and proud, to serve her husband as she does. 

Each one of these cases reflects the attitude which I call servility.2 

It betrays the absence of a certain kind of self-respect. What I take 
this attitude to be, more specifically, will become clearer later on. 
It is important at the outset, however, not to confuse the three 
cases sketched above with other, superficially similar cases. In par­
ticular, the cases I have sketched are not simply cases in which some­
one refuses to press his rights, speaks disparagingly of himself, or 
devotes himself to another. A black, for example, is not necessarily 
servile because he does not demand a just wage; for, seeing that 
such a demand would result in his being fired, he might forbear 
for the sake of his children. A self-critical person is not necessarily 

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

* being a woman the way an Uncle Tom views his being black, etc. 
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servile by virtue of bemoaning his faults in public; for his behavior 
may be merely a complex way of satisfying his own inner needs quite 
independent of a willingness to accept abuse from others. A woman 
need not be servile whenever she works to make her husband happy 
and prosperous; for she might freely and knowingly choose to do so 
from love or from a desire to share the rewards of his success. If the 
effort did not require her to submit to humiliation or maltreatment, 
her choice would not mark her as servile. There may, of course, be 
grounds for objecting to the attitudes in these cases; but the defect 
is not servility of the sort I want to consider. It should also be 
noted that my cases of servility are not simply instances of deference 
to superior knowledge or judgment. To defer to an expert's judg­
ment on matters of fact is not to be servile; to defer to his every 
wish and whim is. Similarly, the belief that one's talents and achieve­
ments are comparatively low does not, by itself, make one servile. 
It is no vice to acknowledge the truth, and one may in fact have 
achieved less, and have less ability, than others. To be servile is not 
simply to hold certain empirical beliefs but to have a certain attitude 
concerning one's rightful place in a moral community. 

II 

Are there grounds for regarding the attitudes of the Uncle Tom, 
the Self-Deprecator, and the Deferential Wife as morally objection­
able? Are there moral arguments we could give them to show that 
they ought to have more self-respect? None of the more obvious re­
plies is entirely satisfactory. 

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

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

One might try to appeal to meritarian considerations. That is, 

 by guest on June 11, 2016
http://m

onist.oxfordjournals.org/
D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://monist.oxfordjournals.org/


92 THOMAS E. HILL, JR. 

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

Other common arguments against the Uncle Tom, et al, may 
have some force but seem not to strike to the heart of the problem. 
For example, philosophers sometimes appeal to the value of human 
potentialities. As a human being, it is said, one at least has a capacity 
for rationality, morality, excellence, or autonomy, and this capacity is 
worthy of respect. Although such arguments have the merit of mak­
ing respect independent of a person's actual deserts, they seem quite 
misplaced in some cases. There comes a time when we have sufficient 
evidence that a person is not ever going to be rational, moral, excel­
lent, or autonomous even if he still has a capacity, in some sense, for 
being so. As a person approaches death with an atrocious record so 
far, the chances of his realizing his diminishing capacities become 
increasingly slim. To make these capacities the basis of his self-
respect is to rest it on a shifting and unstable ground. We do, of 
course, respect persons for capacities which they are not exercising * 
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at the moment; for example, I might respect a person as a good 
philosopher even though he is just now blundering into gross con­
fusion. In these cases, however, we respect the person for an active 
capacity, a ready disposition, which he has displayed on many oc­
casions. On this analogy, a person should have respect for himself 
only when his capacities are developed and ready, needing only 
to be triggered by an appropriate occasion or the removal of some 
temporary obstacle. The Uncle Tom and the Deferential Wife, 
however, may in fact have quite limited capacities of this sort, and, 
since the Self-Deprecator is already overly concerned with his own 
inadequacies, drawing attention to his capacities seems a poor way 
to increase his self-respect. In any case, setting aside the Kantian 
nonempirical capacity for autonomy, the capacities of different per­
sons vary widely; but what the servile person seems to overlook is 
something by virtue of which he is equal with every other person. 

I l l 

Why, then, is servility a moral defect? There is, I think, another 
sort of answer which is worth exploring. The first part of this 
answer must be an attempt to isolate the objectionable features of 
the servile person; later we can ask why these features are objection­
able. As a step in this direction, let us examine again our three para­
digm cases. The moral defect in each case, I suggest, is a failure 
to understand and acknowledge one's own moral rights. I assume, 
without argument here, that each person has moral rights.3 Some 
of these rights may be basic human rights; that is, rights for which 
a person needs only to be human to qualify. Other rights will be 
derivative and contingent upon his special commitments, institutional 
affiliations, etc. Most rights will be prima facie ones; some may be 
absolute. Most can be waived under appropriate conditions; perhaps 
some cannot. Many rights can be forfeited; but some, presumably, 
cannot. The servile person does not, strictly speaking, violate his own 
rights. At least in our paradigm cases he fails to acknowledge fully 

3. As will become evident, I am also presupposing some form of cog­
nitive or "naturalistic" interpretation of rights. If, to accommodate an emoti-
vist or prescriptivist, we set aside talk of moral knowledge and ignorance, 
we might construct a somewhat analogous case against servility from the 
point of view of those who adopt principles ascribing rights to all; but 
the argument, I suspect, would be more complex and less persuasive. 
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his own moral status because he does not fully understand what his 
rights are, how they can be waived, and when they can be forfeited. 

The defect of the Uncle Tom, for example, is that he displays 
an attitude that denies his moral equality with whites. He does not 
realize, or apprehend in an effective way, that he has as much right 
to a decent wage and a share of political power as any comparable 
white. His gratitude is misplaced; he accepts benefits which are his 
by right as if they were gifts. The Self-Deprecator is servile in a 
more complex way. He acts as if he has forfeited many important 
rights which in fact he has not. He does not understand, or fully 
realize in his own case, that certain rights to fair and decent treat­
ment do not have to be earned. He sees his merits clearly enough, 
but he fails to see that what he can expect from others is not merely 
a function of his merits. The Deferential Wife says that she under­
stands her rights vis-a-vis her husband, but what she fails to ap­
preciate is that her consent to serve him is a valid waiver of her 
rights only under certain conditions. If her consent is coerced, say, 
by the lack of viable options for women in her society, then her con­
sent is worth little. If socially fostered ignorance of her own talents 
and alternatives is responsible for her consent, then her consent 
should not count as a fully legitimate waiver of her right to equal 
consideration within the marriage. All the more, her consent to defer 
constantly to her husband is not a legitimate setting aside of her 
rights if it results from her mistaken belief that she has a moral duty 
to do so. (Recall: "The proper role for a woman is to serve her 
family.") If she believes that she has a duty to defer to her husband, 
then, whatever she may say, she cannot fully understand that she has 
a right not to defer to him. When she says that she freely gives up 
such a right, she is confused. Her confusion is rather like that of a 
person who has been persuaded by an unscrupulous lawyer that it is 
legally incumbent on him to refuse a jury trial but who nevertheless 
tells the judge that he understands that he has a right to a jury 
trial and freely waives it. He does not really understand what it is 
to have and freely give up the right if he thinks that it would be 
an offense for him to exercise it. 

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

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

The problem, unfortunately, is not as simple as it may appear. 
Much depends on what they tolerate and why. Let us set aside cases 
in which a person merely refuses to figbt for his rights, chooses not 
to exercise certain rights, or freely waives many rights which he 
might have insisted upon. Our problem concerns the previously 
servile person who continues to display the same marks of deference 
even after he fully knows his rights. Imagine, for example, that 
even after enlightenment our Uncle Tom persists in his old pattern 
of behavior, giving all the typical signs of believing that the in­
justices done to him are not really wrong. Suppose, too, that the 
newly enlightened Deferential Wife continues to defer to her hus­
band, refusing to disturb the old way of life by introducing her 
new ideas. She acts as if she accepts the idea that she is merely doing 
her duty though actually she no longer believes it. Let us suppose, 
further, that the Uncle Tom and the Deferential Wife are not merely 
generous with their time and property; they also accept without 
protest, and even appear to sanction, treatment which is humiliating 
and degrading. That is, they do not simply consent to waive mutually 
acknowledged rights; they tolerate violations of their rights with 
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apparent approval. They pretend to give their permission for subtle 
humiliations which they really believe no permission can make 
legitimate. Are such persons still servile despite their moral knowl­
edge? 

The answer, I think, should depend upon why the deferential 
role is played. If the motive is a morally commendable one, or a 
desire to avert dire consequences to oneself, or even an ambition to 
set an oppressor up for a later fall, then I would not count the role 
player as servile. The Uncle Tom, for instance, is not servile in my 
sense if he shuffles and bows to keep the Klan from killing his 
children, to save his own skin, or even to buy time while he plans 
the revolution. Similarly, the Deferential Wife is not servile if she 
tolerates an abusive husband because he is so ill that further strain 
would kill him, because protesting would deprive her of her only 
means of survival, or because she is collecting atrocity stories for 
her book against marriage. If there is fault in these situations, it 
seems inappropriate to call it servility. The story is quite different, 
however, if a person continues in his deferential role just from 
laziness, timidity, or a desire for some minor advantage. He shows 
too little concern for his moral status as a person, one is tempted 
to say, if he is willing to deny it for a small profit or simply because 
it requires some effort and courage to affirm it openly. A black who 
plays the Uncle Tom merely to gain an advantage over other blacks 
is harming them, of course; but he is also displaying disregard for 
his own moral position as an equal among human beings. Similarly, 
a woman throws away her rights too lightly if she continues to play 
the subservient role because she is used to it or is too timid to risk 
a change. A Self-Deprecator who readily accepts what he knows are 
violations of his rights may be indulging his peculiar need for 
punishment at the expense of denying something more valuable. In 
these cases, I suggest, we have a kind of servility independent of 
any ignorance or confusion about one's rights. The person who has 
it may or may not be blameworthy, depending on many factors; 
and the line between servile and nonservile role playing will often 
be hard to draw. Nevertheless, the objectionable feature is perhaps 
clear enough for present purposes: it is a willingness to disavow 
one's moral status, publicly and systematically, in the absence of any 
strong reason to do so. 

My proposal, then, is that there are at least two types of servility: 
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one resulting from misunderstanding of one's rights and the other 
from placing a comparatively low value on them. In either case, 
servility manifests the absence of a certain kind of self-respect. The 
respect which is missing is not respect for one's merits but respect 
for one's rights. The servile person displays this absence of respect 
not directly by acting contrary to his own rights but indirectly by 
acting as if his rights were nonexistent or insignificant. An arrogant 
person ignores the rights of others, thereby arrogating for himself a 
higher status than he is entitled to; a servile person denies his own 
rights, thereby assuming a lower position than he is entitled to. 
Whether rooted in ignorance or simply lack of concern for moral 
rights, the attitudes in both cases may be incompatible with a proper 
regard for morality. That this is so is obvious in the case of arrogance; 
but to see it in the case of servility requires some further argument. 

I V 

The objectionable feature of the servile person, as I have de­
scribed him, is his tendency to disavow his own moral rights either 
because he misunderstands them or because he cares little for them. 
The question remains: why should anyone regard this as a moral de­
fect? After all, the rights which he denies are his own. He may be 
unfortunate, foolish, or even distasteful; but why morally deficient? 
One sort of answer, quite different from those reviewed earlier, is 
suggested by some of Kant's remarks. Kant held that servility is 
contrary to a perfect nonjuridical duty to oneself.4 To say that the 
duty is perfect is roughly to say that it is stringent, never overridden 
by other considerations (e.g. beneficence). To say that the duty is 
nonjuridical is to say that a person cannot legitimately be coerced to 
comply. Although Kant did not develop an explicit argument for 
this view, an argument can easily be constructed from materials 
which reflect the spirit, if not the letter, of his moral theory. The 
argument which I have in mind is prompted by Kant's contention 
that respect for persons, strictly speaking, is respect for moral law.6 

4. See Immanuel Kant, The Doctrine of Virtue, Part II of The Meta­
physics of Morals, ed. by M. J. Gregor (New York: Harper & Row, 1964), 
pp. 99-103; Prussian Academy edition, Vol. VI, pp. 434-37. 

5. Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, ed. by 
H. J. Paton (New York: Harper & Row, 1964), p. 69; Prussian Academy 
edition, Vol. IV, p. 401; The Critique of Practical Reason, ed. by Lewis W. 
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If taken as a claim about all sorts of respect, this seems quite im­
plausible. If it means that we respect persons only for their moral 
character, their capacity for moral conduct, or their status as "au­
thors" of the moral law, then it seems unduly moralistic. My strategy 
is to construe the remark as saying that at least one sort of respect 
for persons is respect for the rights which the moral law accords 
them. If one respects the moral law, then one must respect one's 
own moral rights; and this amounts to having a kind of self-respect 
incompatible with servility. 

The premises for the Kantian argument, which are all admittedly 
vague, can be sketched as follows: 

First, let us assume, as Kant did, that all human beings have 
equal basic human rights. Specific rights vary with different condi­
tions, but all must be justified from a point of view under which all 
are equal. Not all rights need to be earned, and some cannot be 
forfeited. Many rights can be waived but only under certain condi­
tions of knowledge and freedom. These conditions are complex and 
difficult to state; but they include something like the condition that 
a person's consent releases others from obligation only if it is 
autonomously given, and consent resulting from underestimation of 
one's moral status is not autonomously given. Rights can be objects 
of knowledge, but also of ignorance, misunderstanding, deception, 
and the like. 

Second, let us assume that my account of servility is correct; or, 
if one prefers, we can take it as a definition. That is, in brief, a 
servile person is one who tends to deny or disavow his own moral 
rights because he does not understand them or has little concern 
for the status they give him. 

Third, we need one formal premise concerning moral duty, 
namely, that each person ought, as far as possible, to respect the 
moral law. In less Kantian language, the point is that everyone 
should approximate, to the extent that he can, the ideal of a person 
who fully adopts the moral point of view. Roughly, this means not 
only that each person ought to do what is morally required and 
refrain from what is morally wrong but also that each person should 

Beck (New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1956), pp. 81, 84; Prussian Academy edi­
tion, Vol. V, pp. 78, 81. My purpose here is not to interpret what Kant 
meant but to give a sense to his remark. 
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treat all the provisions of morality as valuable—worth preserving 
• and prizing as well as obeying. One must, so to speak, take up the 

spirit of morality as well as meet the letter of its requirements. To 
keep one's promises, avoid hurting others, and the like, is not suf­
ficient; one should also take an attitude of respect towards the 
principles, ideals, and goals of morality. A respectful attitude 
towards a system of rights and duties consists of more than a dis­
position to conform to its definite rules of behavior; it also involves 
holding the system in esteem, being unwilling to ridicule it, and 
being reluctant to give up one's place in it. The essentially Kantian 
idea here is that morality, as a system of equal fundamental rights 
and duties, is worthy of respect, and hence a completely moral person 
would respect it in word and manner as well as in deed. And what 
a completely moral person would do, in Kant's view, is our duty 
to do so far as we can. 

The assumptions here are, of course, strong ones, and I make 
no attempt to justify them. They are, I suspect, widely held though 
rarely articulated. In any case, my present purpose is not to evaluate 
them but to see how, if granted, they constitute a case against servil­
ity. The objection to the servile person, given our premises, is that 
he does not satisfy the basic requirement to respect morality. A per­
son who fully respected a system of moral rights would be disposed 
to learn his proper place in it, to affirm it proudly, and not to tolerate 
abuses of it lightly. This is just the sort of disposition that the servile-
person lacks. If he does not understand the system, he is in no posi­
tion to respect it adequately. This lack of respect may be no fault of 
his own, but it is still a way in which he falls short of a moral ideal. 
If, on the other hand, the servile person knowingly disavows his 
moral rights by pretending to approve of violations of them, then, 
barring special explanations, he shows an indifference to whether 
the provisions of morality are honored and publicly acknowledged. 
This avoidable display of indifference, by our Kantian premises, is 
contrary to the duty to respect morality. The disrespect in this second 
case is somewhat like the disrespect a religious believer might show 
towards his religion if, to avoid embarrassment, he laughed con­
genially while nonbelievers were mocking the beliefs which he 
secretly held. In any case, the servile person, as such, does not ex­
press disrespect for the system of moral rights in the obvious way by 
violating the rights of others. His lack of respect is more subtly 
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manifested by his acting before others as if he did not know or care 
about his position of equality under that system. « 

The central idea here may be illustrated by an analogy. Imagine 
a club, say, an old German dueling fraternity. By the rules of the 
club, each member has certain rights and responsibilties. These are 
the same for each member regardless of what titles he may hold 
outside the club. Each has, for example, a right to be heard at meet­
ings, a right not to be shouted down by the others. Some rights can- i 
not be forfeited: for example, each may vote regardless of whether 
he has paid his dues and satisfied other rules. Some rights cannot be 
waived: for example, the right to be defended when attacked by 
several members of the rival fraternity. The members show respect 
for each other by respecting the status which the rules confer on each 
member. Now one new member is careful always to allow the others 
to speak at meetings; but when they shout him down, he does 
nothing. He just shrugs as if to say, "Who am I to complain?' When 
he fails to stand up in defense of a fellow member, he feels ashamed 
and refuses to vote. He does not deserve to vote, he says. As the only 
commoner among illustrious barons, he feels that it is his place to 
serve them and defer to their decisions. When attackers from the 
rival fraternity come at him with swords drawn, he tells his com­
panions to run and save themselves. When they defend him, he ex­
presses immense gratitude—as if they had done him a gratuitous 
favor. Now one might argue that our new member fails to show 
respect for the fraternity and its rules. He does not actually violate 
any of the rules by refusing to vote, asking others not to defend him, 
and deferring to the barons, but he symbolically disavows the equal 
status which the rules confer on him. If he ought to have respect for 
the fraternity, he ought to change his attitude. Our servile person, 
then, is like the new member of the dueling fraternity in having in­
sufficient respect for a system of rules and ideals. The difference 
is that everyone ought to respect morality whereas there is no com­
parable moral requirement to respect the fraternity. 

The conclusion here is, of course, a limited one. Self-sacrifice is 
not always a sign of servility. It is not a duty always to press one's 
rights. Whether a given act is evidence of servility will depend not 
only on the attitude of the agent but also on the specific nature of his 
moral rights, a matter not considered here. Moreover, the extent to 
which a person is responsible, or blameworthy, for his defect re-
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mains an open question. Nevertheless, the conclusion should not be 
minimized. In order to avoid servility, a person who gives up his 
rights must do so with a full appreciation for what they are. A 
woman, for example, may devote herself to her husband if she 
is uncoerced, knows what she is doing, and does not pretend that 
she has no decent alternative. A self-contemptuous person may 
decide not to press various unforfeited rights but only if he does not 
take the attitude that he is too rotten to deserve them. A black may 
demand less than is due to him provided he is prepared to acknowl­
edge that no one has a right to expect this of him. Sacrifices of this 
sort, I suspect, are extremely rare. Most people, if they fully acknowl­
edged their rights, would not autonomously refuse to press them. 

An even stronger conclusion would emerge if we could assume 
that some basic rights cannot be waived. That is, if there are some 
rights that others are bound to respect regardless of what we say, 
then, barring special explanation, we would be obliged not only to 
acknowledge these rights but also to avoid any appearance of con­
senting to give them up. To act as if we could release others from 
their obligation to grant these rights, apart from special circum­
stances, would be to fail to respect morality. Rousseau, held, for 
example, that at least a minimal right to liberty cannot be waived. 
A man who consents to be enslaved, giving up liberty without quid 
pro quo, thereby displays a conditioned slavish mentality that renders 
his consent worthless. Similarly, a Kantian might argue that a person 
cannot release others from the obligation to refrain from killing him: 
consent is no defense against the charge of murder. To accept prin­
ciples of this sort is to hold that rights to life and liberty are, as 
Kant believed, rather like a trustee's rights to preserve something 
valuable entrusted to him: he has not only a right but a duty to pre­
serve it. 

Even if there are no specific rights which cannot be waived, 
there might be at least one formal right of this sort. This is the right 
to some minimum degree of respect from others. No matter how 
willing a person is to submit to humiliation by others, they ought 
to show him some respect as a person. By analogy with self-respect, 
as presented here, this respect owed by others would consist of a 
willingness to acknowledge fully, in word as well as action, the 
person's basically equal moral status as defined by his other rights. 
To the extent that a person gives even tacit consent to humiliations 
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incompatible with this respect, he will be acting as if he waives a 
right which he cannot in fact give up. To do this, barring special 
explanations, would mark one as servile. 

V 

Kant held that the avoidance of servility is a duty to oneself 
rather than a duty to others. Recent philosophers, however, tend to 
discard the idea of a duty to oneself as a conceptual confusion. Al­
though admittedly the analogy between a duty to oneself and a 
duty to others is not perfect, I suggest that something important is 
reflected in Kant's contention. 

Let us consider briefly the function of saying that a duty is to 
someone. First, to say that a duty is to a given person sometimes 
merely indicates who is the object of that duty. That is, it tell us that 
the duty is concerned with how that person is to be treated, how his 
interests and wishes are to be taken into account, and the like. Here 
we might as well say that we have a duty towards, or regarding that 
person. Typically the person in question is the beneficiary of the 
fulfillment of the duty. For example, in this sense I have a duty to 
my children and even a duty to a distant stranger if I promised a 
third party that I would help that stranger. Clearly a duty to avoid 
servility would be a duty to oneself at least in this minimal sense, for 
it is a duty to avoid, so far as possible, the denial of one's own moral 
status. The duty is concerned with understanding and affirming one's 
rights, which are, at least as a rule, for one's own benefit. 

Second, when we say that a duty is to a certain person, we often 
indicate thereby the person especially entitled to complain in case 
the duty is not fulfilled. For example, if I fail in my duty to my 
colleagues, then it is they who can most appropriately reproach me. 
Others may sometimes speak up on their behalf, but, for the most 
part, it is not the business of strangers to set me straight. Analog­
ously, to say that the duty to avoid servility is a duty to oneself would 
indicate that, though sometimes a person may justifiably reproach 
himself for being servile, others are not generally in the appropriate 
position to complain. Outside encouragement is sometimes necessary, 
but, if any blame is called for, it is primarily self-recrimination and 
not the censure of others. 

Third, mention of the person to whom a duty is owed often tells 
us something about the source of that duty. For example, to say 
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that I have a duty to another person may indicate that the argument 
to show that I have such a duty turns upon a promise to that person, 
his authority over me, my having accepted special benefits from him, 
or, more generally, his rights. Accordingly, to say that the duty 
to avoid servility is a duty to oneself would at least imply that it is 
not entirely based upon promises to others, their authority, their 
beneficence, or an obligation to respect their rights. More positively, 
the assertion might serve to indicate that the source of the duty is 
one's own rights rather than the rights of others, etc. That is, one 
ought not to be servile because, in some broad sense, one ought to 
respect one's own rights as a person. There is, to be sure, an asymmetry: 
one has certain duties to others because one ought not to violate 
their rights, and one has a duty to oneself because one ought to 
affirm one's own rights. Nevertheless, to dismiss duties to oneself 
out of hand is to overlook significant similarities. 

Some familiar objections to duties to oneself, moreover, seem 
irrelevant in the case of servility. For example, some place much 
stock in the idea that a person would have no duties if alone on a 
desert island. This can be doubted, but in any case is irrelevant here. 
The duty to avoid servility is a duty to take a certain stance towards 
others and hence would be inapplicable if one were isolated on a 
desert island. Again, some suggest that if there were duties to one­
self then one could make promises to oneself or owe oneself a debt 
of gratitude. Their paradigms are familiar ones. Someone remarks, 
T promised myself a vacation this year' or 'I have been such a 
good boy I owe myself a treat'. Concentration on these facetious 
cases tends to confuse the issue. In any case the duty to avoid servil­
ity, as presented here, does not presuppose promises to oneself or 
debts of gratitude to oneself. Other objections stem from the intui­
tion that a person has no duty to promote his own happiness. A 
duty to oneself, it is sometimes assumed, must be a duty to promote 
one's own happiness. From a utilitarian point of view, in fact, this is 
what a duty to oneself would most likely be. The problems with 
such alleged duties, however, are irrelevant to the duty to avoid 
servility. This is a duty to understand and affirm one's rights, not 
to promote one's own welfare. While it is usually in the interest 
of a person to affirm his rights, our Kantian argument against 
servility was not based upon this premise. Finally, a more subtle line 
of objection turns on the idea that, given that rights and duties are 
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i 

correlative, a person who acted contrary to a duty to oneself would 
have to be violating his own rights, which seems absurd. 8 This ob- * 
jection raises issues too complex to examine here. One should note, 
however, that I have tried to give a sense to saying that servility is 
contrary to a duty to oneself without presupposing that the servile 
person violates his own rights. If acts contrary to duties to others are 
always violations of their rights, then duties to oneself are not 
parallel with duties to others to that extent. But this does not mean < 
that it is empty or pointless to say that a duty is to oneself. 

My argument against servility may prompt some to say that the 
duty is "to morality" rather than "to oneself". All this means, how­
ever, is that the duty is derived from a basic requirement to respect 
the provisions of morality; and in this sense every duty is a duty 
"to morality". My duties to my children are also derivative from a * 
general requirement to respect moral principles, but they are still 
duties to them. 

Kant suggests that duties to oneself are a precondition of duties 
to others. On our account of servility, there is at least one sense in 
which this is so. Insofar as the servile person is ignorant of his own 
rights, he is not in an adequate position to appreciate the rights of 
others. Misunderstanding the moral basis for his equal status with < 
others, he is necessarily liable to underestimate the rights of those 
with whom he classifies himself. On the other hand, if he plays 
the servile role knowingly, then, barring special explanation, he dis­
plays a lack of concern to see the principles of morality acknowledged 
and respected and thus the absence of one motive which can move 
a moral person to respect the rights of others. In either case, the < 
servile person's lack of self-respect necessarily puts him in a less than 
ideal position to respect others. Failure to fulfill one duty to oneself, 
then, renders a person liable to violate duties to others. This, how­
ever, is a consequence of our argument against servility, not a pre­
supposition of it. 

THOMAS E. HILL, JR. 

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, 

Los ANGELES 

6. This, I take it, is part of M. G. Singer's objection to duties to oneself 
in Generalization in Ethics (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1961), pp. 311-18. 
I have attempted to examine Singer's arguments in detail elsewhere. ' 
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