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ask to be born {to be given piano les-
sons, to be sent to college).” This inap-
propriate idiom of ordinary language
tends to obscure, or even to undermine,
thie love that is the correct ground of
filial obligation.

1. Favors Create Debts
There are some eases, other than

Literal debts, in which- talk of “owing,”
though metaphorical, 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
a month’s vacation. She agrees. If, sub-
sequently, Nina asks Max to do the
same for her, it seems that Max has a
moral obligation to agree (greater than
the one he would have had if Nina had
not done the same for him), unless for
some reason it would be a burden. far out
of proportion to the one Nina bore for
him. I will call this a favor: when A, at
B’s request, bears some burden for B,
then B incurs an obligation to recipro-
cate. Here the -metaphor of Max’s
“owing” Nina is appropriate. It is not
literally a debt, of course, nor can Nina
pass this IOU on to heirs, demand pay-
ment in the form of Max’s taking out her
garbage, or sue Max. Nonetheless, since
Max ought to perform one act of similar
nature and amount of sacrifice in return,
the term is suggestive. Once he recipro-
cates, the debt is “discharged”—that is,
their obligations revert to the condition
they were in before Max’s initial request.
- Contrast a situation in which Max
simply goes on vacation and, to his sur-
prise, finds upon his return that his
neighbor has mowed his grass twice
weekly in his absence. This is a volun-
tary sacrifice rather than a favor, and
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Max has no duty to reciprocate. It would
be nice for him to volunteer to do so,
but this would be supererogatory on
his part. Rather than a favor, Nina’s
action is a friendly gesture. As a result,
she might expect Max to chat over the
back fence, help her catch her straying
dog, or something similar—she might
expect the development of a friendship.
But Max would be chatting (or what-
ever) out of friendship, rather than in
repayment for mown grass. If he did not
return her gesture, she might feel re-
buffed or miffed, but not unjustly treated
or indignant, since Max has not failed to
perform a duty. Talk of “owing” would
be out of place in this case.

It is sometimes difficult to distin-
guish between favors and non-favors, be-
cause friends tend to do favors for each
other, and those who exchange favors
tend to become friends. But one test is
to ask how Max is motivated. Is it “to
be nice fo Nina” or “because she did x
for me”? Favors are frequently per-
formed by total strangers without any

friendship developing. Nevertheless, a

temporary obligation is created, even i
the chance for repayment never arises.
For instance, suppose that Oscar and
Matilda, total strangers, are waiting in
a long checkout line at the supermarket.
Oscar, having forgotten the oregano,
asks Matilda to watch his cart for a
second. She does. If Matilda now asks
Oscar to return the favor while she picks
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 was too busy
reading the magazines. He may have a
duty to help others, but he would not

“owe” it to her, But if she has done the

same for him, he incurs an additional
obligation to help, and talk of “owing”

ﬁ
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is apt. It suggests an agreement to per-
form equal, reciprocal, canceling sacri-
fices.

2. The Duties of Friendship

The terms “owe” and “repay” are
helpful in the case of favors, because
the sameness of the amount of sacrifice
on the two sides is important; the mone-
tary metaphor suggests equal quantities
of sacrifice. But friendship ought to be
characterized by mufuality rather than
reciprocity: friends 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 rather than by the prospect of
repayment. Hence, talk of “owing” is
singularly out of place in friendship. -

For example, suppose Alfred takes

Beatrice out for an expensive dinner and '

a movie. Beatrice incurs no obligation to
“repay” him with a goodnight kiss or a
return engagement. If Alfred complains
that she “owes” him something, he is
operating under the assumption that she
should repay a favor, but on the con-
trary his was a generous gesture done in
the hopes of developing a friendship.
We hope that he would not want her
repayment in the form of sex or attention
if this was done to discharge a debt
rather than from friendship. Since, if
Alfred is prone to reasoning in this way,
Beatrice may well decline the invitation
or request to pay for her own dinner, his
attitude of expecting a “return” on his
“investment” could hinder the develop-
ment of a friendship, Beatrice should
return the gesture only if she is mo-
tivated by friendship.

Another common misuse of the
“owing” idiom occurs when the Smiths
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have dined at the Joneses” four times, but
the Joneses at the Smiths’ only once. Peo-
ple often say, “We owe them three din-
ners.” This line of thinking may be ap-
propriate between business acquaint-
ances, but not between friends, After all,
the Joneses invited the Smiths not in order
to feed them or to be fed in turn, but
because of the friendly contact presum-
ably enjoyed by all on such occasions.
If the Smiths do not feel friendship to-
ward the Joneses, they can decline future
invitations and not invite the Joneses;
they owe them nothing. Of course, be-
tween friends of equal resources and
needs, roughly equal sacrifices (though
not necessarily roughly equal dinners)
will typically occur. If the sacrifices are
highly out of proportion to the resources,
the relationship is closer to servility than
to friendship.

Another difference between favors
and friendship is that after a friendship
ends, the duties of friendship end. The
party that has sacrificed less owes the
other nothing. For instance, suppose
Elmer donated a pint of blood that his
wife Doris needed during an operation.
Years after their divorce, Elmer is in an
accident and needs one pint of blood.
His new wife, Cora, is also of the same
blood type. It seems that Doris not only
does not “owe” Elmer blood, but that
she should actually refrain from coming
forward if Cora has volunteered to do-
nate. To insist on donating not only
interferes with the newlyweds’ friend-
ship, but it belittles Doris and Elmer’s
former relationship by suggesting that
Elmer gave blood in hopes of favors
returned instead of simply out of love
for Doris. It is one of the heart-rending
features of divorce that it atterids to
quantity in a relationship previously
characterized by mutuality. If Cora
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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 Elmer similarly aided her. It
is affected by the- degree to which they
are still friends, which in turn may (or
may not) have been influenced by El-
mer’s donation.

In short, unlike the debts created
by favors, the duties of friendship do
not require equal quantities of sacrifice.
Performing equal sacrifices does not
cancel the duties of friendship, as it does
the debts of favors. Unrequested . sacri-
fices do not themselves create debts, but
friends have duties regardless of whether
they requested or initiated the friend-

ship. Those who perform favors may be

motivated by mutual gain, whereas
friends should be motivated by affection.
These characteristics of the friendship
relation are distorted by talk of “owing.”

3. Parents and Children

The relaﬁonship between children
" and their parents should be one of

friendship characterized by mutuality-

rather than one of reciprocal favors. The
quantity of parental sacrifice is not rele-
vant in determining what duties the
grown child has. The medical assistance
grown children ought to offer their ill
mothers in old age depends upon the
mothers’ need, not upon whether they
endured a difficult pregnancy, for ex-
ample. Nor do one’s duties to one’s par-
enfs cease once an equal quantity  of
sacrifice has been performed, as the
phrase “discharging a debt” may lead
us to think.

Rather, what children ought to do
for their parents (and parents for chil-
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dren) depends upon (1) their respective
needs, abilities, and resources and (2)

the extent to which there is an ongoing’

friendship between them. Thus, regard-
less of the quantity of childhood sacri-
fices, an able, wealthy child has an ob-
ligation to help his needy parents more
than does a needy child. To illustrate,
suppose sisters Cecile and Dana are
equally loved by their parents, even
though Cecile was an easy child to care
for; seldom ill, while Dana was often
sick and caused some trouble as a juve-
nile delinquent. As adults, Dana is a
struggl’ng artist living far away, while
Cecile is a wealthy lawyer living nearby.
When the parents need visits and finan-
cial aid, Cecile has an obligation to bear
a higher proportion of these burdens
than her sister.” This results from her
abilities, rather than from the quantities

of sacrifice 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 source is the
friendship instead can be seen by exam-
ining cases in which the sacrifices oc-
curred but the friendship, for some
reason, did not develop or persist. For
example, if a woman gives up her new-
born child for adoption, and if no feel-
ings of love ever develop on either side,
it seems that the grown child does not
have an obligation to “repay” her for her
sacrifices in pregnancy. For that matter,
if the adopted child has an unimpaired
love relationship with the adoptive par-
ents, he or she has the same obligations
to help them as a natural child would
have.

The filial obligations of grown chil-
dren are a result of friendship, rather
than owed for services rendered. Sup-
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pose that Vance married Lola despite
his parents’ strong wish that he marry
within their religion, and that as a re-
sult, the parents refuse to speak to him
again. As the years pass, the parents are
unaware of Vance’s problems, his ac-
complishments, the birth of his children.

- The love that once existed between

them, let us- suppose, has been com-
pletely destroyed by this event and
thirty years of desuetude. At this point,
it seems, Vance is under no obligation
to pay his parents’ medical bills in their
old age, beyond his general duty to help
those in need. An additional, filial obliga-
tion would only arise from whatever love
he may still feel for them. 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 friendship 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 ar-
gument, “You ought to do x because we
did y for you,” should be replaced by,
“We love you and you will be happier
if you do x,” or “We believe you love us,
and anyone who loved us would do x.”
If the parents’ sacrifice had been a favor,
the child’s reply, “I never asked you to
do y for me,” would have been relevant;
to the revised parental remarks, this
reply is clearly irrelevant. The child can
either do x or dispute one of the parents’
claims: by showing that a love relation-
ship does not exist, or that love for
someone does not motivate doing x, or
that he or she will not be happier
doingx.

Seen in this light, parental requests
for children to write home, visit, and
offer them a reasonable amount of emo-
tional and financial support in life’s
crises are well founded, so long as a
friendship still exists. Love for others
does call for caring about and caring for
them. Some other parental requests, such
as for more sweeping changes in the
child’s lifestyle 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 col-

lege education, you owe it to us to make
a career of engineering, rather than be-
coming a rock musician.” This tends to
alienate affection even further, since the
tuition payments are depicted as invest-
ments 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 pat-

terns. The suppressed premise, “If A
loves B, then A follows B’s wishes as to
A’s lifelong career” is simply false. Love
does not even dictate that the child
adopt the parents’ values as to the de-
sirability of alternative life goals. So the
parents’ strongest available argument
here is, “We love 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 the model of favors.
What is relevant is the ongoing friend-
ship that exists between parents and
children. Although that relationship de-
veloped partly as a result of parental
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sacrifices for the child, the duties that  Note
grown children have to their parents re- ' ) o
sult from the friendship rather than from 1. Cf. Thomas ,,E‘ Hﬂ,l’ Jr., “Servility and ;
) . ‘1 . Self-Respect,” Monist 57 (1973). Thus, i
the sacrifices. The idiom of owing favors dur ., : . :
. uring childhood, most of the sacrifices :
to one’s parents can actually be destruc- '

T ) will come from the parents, since they
tive if it undermines the role of mutu- have most of the resources and the child

ality and leads us to think in terms of has most of the needs. When children are
quantitative reciprocal favors. grown, the situation is usually reversed.




