What Do Grown Children Owe Their Parents?

Jane English

One way to view the responsibilities of grown children to their parents is to suppose that chil-
dren owe their parents |ove, respect, and financial or other help o the basis of past sacrifices
parents have made. JYane Bnglish rejects this form of argument, claiming instead that friend-
ship is a better model than debts owed for understanding the pareat-child relationship. Jane
English taught philosophy at the Umverslty of North Carolina, .

What do grown children owe their parents?.I
will contend that the ‘answer is, “nothing.”

Although I agree that thére are many things
that children ought to-do for their parents, I
will argue fhat it is inappropriate and mis-

- leading to describie them as things “owed.” 1

will maintain that parents’ voluntary sacri-
fices, rather than creating “debts” to be

- “repaid,” tend to create love or “friendship.”

The duties of giown children are those of
friends and result from love between them

and their parents, rather than being things"

owed in repayment . for the pareats’ eatlier
sacrifices. Thas, I will oppose those philoso-
phers who use the word “owe™ whenever a
duty or obligation exists. Although the “debt”
metaphor is appropriate in some moral cir-
cumstances, my argument is that a love rela—
tionship is not such a case.

Misunderstandings about the proper rela-

tionship betwgen parents and their grown

children have resulted from reliance on the
“owing” terminology. For imstance, we hear
parents complain, “You owe it to us to write

home (keep up your piané playing, not adapt
a hippie lifestyle}, because of all we sacrificed

- for you (paying for piano lessons, sending you

to college).” The child is sometimes-even
heard to reply, “T didn’t ask to be born (to be
given piano lessons, to be sent to college).”
This inapprepriate idiom of ordinary “lan-
guage tends to obscure, or.even to undermine,
the love that is the correct ground of fitial

obhgatlon

1. FAVORS CREATE DEBTS

There are some cases, other than literal debts,
in which talk of “owing,” though metaphori-
cal, is apt.'New to the neighborhood, Max
barely knows his neighbor, Nina, but he asks

. her if she will take in his mail while he is gone

for 2 month’s vacation. She agrees. If, subse-
quently, Nina ‘asks Max to do the same for
her, it seems that Max has @ moral obligation
to agree (greater than the one he would have
hiad if Nina had not done the same for him},
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unless for some reason it would be a burden
far out of Propottion to

‘Ir'equr;_st, bears some burden for B, thep B .
incul i * Up some tomato sauce, he is obliged to agree,

" Even if she had not watched his cart, it would
-be inconsiderate of him to refuse, claiming he

and amotunt of sacrifice in return, the term is
suggestive,-Once he ra iprocates, the debt is
“discharged” —ha¢ is,
to the condition they were in before Max's ini-

tial request. -
Coe Conn._‘ast. a §ituaﬁon m whif;h Ma?r simply

voluntary sacrifice rather than a favor, and

Max has no duty to reciprocate. It would be

dice.for him -to Yoluntear to do 50, but this

would be superctogatory on his part. Rather

fricadship, " rather than in repayment for
mown grass. If he did-not return her gesture,

‘she might feel rebuffed or miffed, but not
: indignant, since Max has

unjustly treated or
not failed to perform a.duty. Talk of “owing™
would be out of place in this case.©

It is sometimes difficult to distinguish
between favers and noa-favors, because
Ekriends tend to do favors for each other; and
those who exchange favors tend to become
friends. But one’ test is to ask how Max s
motivdted. Is it “to be nice to Nina” or
“because she did x for me»? Favors are fre-
quently performed by total strangers without
any friendship developing’ Nevertheless, a
temporary’ obligation is created, even if the
chance for Tepayment never arises. For
instance, “Suppose that Oscar and Matiida,
total strangers, are waiting in a Jong checkout

the ope Nina bore for
him. T will call-this a‘favor: when A, at B% .

their obligations revert _

line at the supermarket.-Oseat, ha ing forgot-
ten the oregano, asks Matilda- to"watch his
cart for a second. She does. Ir Matilda now
asks Oscar to return the fayor while she picks

Was tod busy reading the magazines. He.may
have a duty to help others, but he would not
“owe™ it to her. But if she had done the same
for him; he ineurs an additional obligation to

help; and talk of “owing” is apt. It suggésts ap

agrecment to perform equal, reciprocal, can-
celing sacrifices. - o : :

2. THE BUTIES o FRIENDSHIP

VERSUS DERTS -

The terms “owe” -arid “repay” are helpful in
the case of favors, because the sameness of
the Aamount of sacrifice on the two sides is

ought to be characterjzed by rmutuality rather
than reciprocity: frierids offer what they can
give’ and accept what they need; without
regard for the total amounts of benefits
exchanged. And friends are motivated by love

place in friendship. ) .

For example, Suppose Alfred takes Beatrjce
aut for an expersive dipger and a movie,
Beatrice incurs no obligation to “repay™ him
with a goodnight kiss or 2 return engagement.
If Alfred complains that she “ewes™ him some-
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Beatrice should return the gesture only if she is
motivated by friendship.

. Another common misuse of the “owing”
jdiom occurs wher the Smiths have dined at
the Joneses’ four times, but the Joneses .at
the Smiths’ only once. People often say,

" «We owe them threc dingers.” This line of

-

thinking may be appropriate between business.

acquaintances, but not between friends. After

. all, tha Inneses invited the Smiiths not in order

to fized them of.to be fed in turn, but because

" ofthe friendly contact presumably enjoyed by

all on such occasions. I the Smiths do not feel
friendship toward the Joneses, they can
decline future invitations and ‘pot invite the
Joneses; they owe them. nothing. Of course,

between friends of equal Tesources and needs, .
roughly equal sacrifices (thongh not necessar-
ily roughly equal dinners) will typically occur.

¥f the sactifices are highly out of proportion to

thé Tesources, the relationship is closer to ser=’

vility than.to friendship. . .
.. Anether. difference between favors and
friendship. is that after a friendship ends, thé
duties of friendship end. The party that has

sacrificed less "owes the other nothing. For

instance, suppose Elmer donated a pint -of

bleod that his wife Doris, needed during an

operation. Years after their divarce, Blmer isin
an accident and needs one pint of blood. His
new wife, Cora, is also of the same bicod type-

It seems that Deris not only does not “owe”

Elmer blood, but that she shouid actually

refrain from coming forward if Cora has vol-

- unteered to donate, To insist.on dotiating not

only interferes withi the newlyweds’ triendship,
but it belittles Doris and Elmer’s former rela-

tionship by suggesting that Blmer gave blood

jo hopes of favors returned instead of simply _
out of love for Doris. It is oue of the heart-

rending features 'of divorce ‘that it “attends to
quantity in.a relationship previously character-
ized by mutuality. If Cora could not donate,
Doris’s obligation is the same as that for any
former spouse in need of blood; it is not

_increased by the fact that Eimer similarlyaided

her Ft is affected by the degree to-which they
are still friends, which in turn may (or may not)
have been influenced by Elmer’s donation.
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I short, uslike the debts created by favors,

 the dities of friendship do not require equal

quantities of sacrifice. Performing equat sacri-

fices daes not cancel the duties of friendship, -

as it does the debts of favors. Unrequested
sacrifices do fiot themselves create dehts, but
friends have duties regardless of whether they
requested or initiated the friendship. Those
who perform favors may- be motivated by
muthal gain, whereas friends should be moti-

_vated. by affection. These characteristics of

thie friendship relation are distorted by talk of

“owing.”

3. PARENTS AND CHILDREN

The relationship between children and their
parents should be one of friendship character-

_ized by mutuality rather than one of recipro-

cal favors. The quantity of parental sacrifice is
ot relevant in. determining- what duties the
grown child has.- The thedical assistance
grown children ought to offer their ill mothers

in old age depends upwn.-the mothers’ peed,
-pot upon whether they endured a difficult

pregnancy, for example: Nor do one’ duties
to one's parents cease.once an.equal quantity
of saerifice hias been performed, as the phrase
“discharging a debt" may lead us to think..
‘Rather, what children ought fo do for their
parents (and parents for children) depends
upon (1) their respective needs, abilities,.and -
resources and (2) the extent to which there is
‘an ongoing friendship between them. Thus,
regardless of the quantity of childhood sacri-
fices, an able, wealthy child has an obligation
to help his needy parents more than does a
needy child. To illustrate, suppose sisters

" Cecile and Dana are equally foved by their

parents, even though Cecile was an easy child
to care for, seldom iil, while Dana was often:
sick and caused some trouble as a juvenile
delinquent. As adults, Dana is a, struggling
artist living far away, while Cecile is a wealthy
tawyer living nearby. When the parents need
visits and financial aid, Cecile has an obliga-
fion to bear a higher proportion of these bur-
dens than her sister. This results from her




abilities, rathp';_.thén from .the quantities of
sactifice made by the parents earlier.

Sacrifices have an important causal role in-

creating an ongoing friendship, which'may lead
us to assume incorrectly. that it is the sacrifices
that are the source of the obligation. That
the scurce is the friendship instead can be seen
by examining cases in which the sacrifices
occurred but the friendship, for some reason,
did not develop or persist. For example, if a
woman gives up her newborn child for adop:
tion, and if no feelings of loye ever develop on
either sids, it seems that the grown child does

-not have an obligation to “repay” her for her’
sacrifices in pregnancy. For thdt ratter, if the.

adopted child has an unimpaired love relation-
ship with the adoptive parents, he or she has

~ the same obligations to help-thein as a natiral

child would have. )

. The filial obligations of grown children are
a result of friendship, rather than owed for
services repdered. Suppose that Vance mar-
ried Lola despite his parents’ strong wish that
he marry within their religion, and that as a
result; the parents refuse to speak ‘to him
-again: As'the years pass, the parents aré

- unaware af V:ing:c’s problems, his accomplish-
: ments, the birth-of his children. The love that

‘once’ existed. between thei, let us suppose,

has been completely destroyed by this évent .

and thirty years of desuetude. At this poink, it
‘seerns, Vance is under no obligation to pay his

- parents’ medical bills fn their old age, beyond. |

his general duty to help those in need. An
additional, filial obligation would only arise
from whatever love he may still feel for thera.
It would be irrelevant for his parents to argue,
“But look how much. we sacrificed for you
when you were young,” for that sacrifice was
‘not a favor but occurred as part of a friend-
ship which existed at that time but is now, we
have supposed, defunct. A more appropriate

- message would be; “We still love you, and

we would like to renew our friendship.”
I hope this helps to set the question of what
“children ought to do for their parents in a

new light. The parental argument, “You ought .

to do x because we did y for you,” should
“be replaced by, “We love you and you will be

developed partly as a result of parental saégi-
fices for the child, the duties that grown chil-

‘dren _have to their parents result from the

fiieritiship rather than froth the sacrifices. The

happier if you do x,” or “We believe you lowé
us, and anyone who lovéd us would do x,” If
the parents’ sacrifice had been a favor,
{the childs-reply, “I never asked you to do y
for me,” would have been relevant; to the
revised parental rémarks, this reply is clearly
irrelevant. The child can either do x or dispute
one of the parents” claims: by showing that 5
love relationship does not exist, or that fove
for someone does not motivate doing x, or
that he'or she-=ill not be happier doing x.
»Séen in this light, parental requests for chil-
dren to write home, visit, and offer them a rea-
sonable amount of emotibnal and financial
"support in life’s crises aré well founded, so

" long as a friendship still exists. Love for others

does call for caring about and caring for them.
Someé other paréntil requests, such as for
miore sweeping changes in the child’s lifestyte
.or life goals, can be seen to be insupportable,
once we shift the justification from debts owed
to love. The terminology of favors suggests the
reasoning, “Since we paid for your eollege
education, you owe it to us to make a career of
engineering, rather than becoming a ‘rack
masician.” This fends to alienate affection
even further, since the tuition payments are
depicted as investments for a return rather
than done from love, as though the child’s life
goals could be “bought.” Basing the argument
on love leads to different reasoning patterns.
“The suppressed premise, “If A loves B, then A
follows B’s wishes as to A% lifelong career” is
simply false. Love does not even dictate that
the child adopt the parents’ values as to the

" desirability of alternative life goals. So the par-

ents’ stropgest available argument.here is,

- “We lave you, we are deeply concerned about

your happiness, and in the long run you will be
happier as an engineer.” This makes it clear
that an empirical claim is really the subject of
the debate. : ‘

The function of these examples is to draw
out our considered judgments as to the proper
relation between parents and their ‘grown
children, and to show how poorly they fit

ongoing friendship that exists between par-
ents and children. Although that relationship

idiom of ewing favors to one’s parenfs can
actually be destructive if it undermines the
role of mutuality and leads us to think in
terms of quantitative reciprocal favors.

the modet of favors. What is relevant is the .
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