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 But to understand where concerns about paternalism come in, 
 let’s consider a specific issue: the veils worn by many Muslim women. 

–  Most Islamic scholars interpret the Qur’an ���
as advising that women cover their hair for modesty. 

•  Many Muslim women choose to wear headscarves or veils (hijab)���
to demonstrate their commitment to Islam, ���
including the value it places on female modesty 

•  However, in some places (such as Iran, since 1979), ���
women (of all faiths) are required to wear veils in public, ���
and non-compliance is punishable by fines or violence. 

•  In other places (such as public schools in France, since 2004, ���
as part of a law banning conspicuous religious symbols), ���
women are banned from wearing veils. 
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What would some of the normative ethical theories we’ve considered ���
say about the veil? 
 

1)  Would a utilitarian (interested in promoting the greatest good ���
for the greatest number of people) recommend ���
a) a ban on the veil, b) a requirement for women to veil, or c) neither? 

2)  Would a Kantian (committed to never using other people as mere means, ���
and respecting human autonomy) recommend ���
a) a ban on the veil, b) a requirement for women to veil, or c) neither? 

3)  Would a feminist (committed to equality between the sexes) ���
recommend a), b), or c)? 
•  video: bit.ly/1NkF0zM  
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–  Whatever other ethical commitments they hold,  
•  anti-essentialist feminists would probably emphasize that it is wrong ���

to treat all Muslim women as if they all feel the same way about hijab. 
 
 

Ø  Let’s imagine that a group of scholars decide that ���
veiling oppressive to women and should be banned, 
–  and as a consequence we force foreign countries ���

to overturn their hijab laws, 
–  and punish women who wear hijab (even voluntarily). 

•  Someone could object that even though ���
we are trying to combat oppression & do what ���
we believe is correct (according to ���
whatever ethical theory we use to defend our view), 

Ø  the intervention is unacceptable ���
because it is paternalistic. 

•  In other words, we are assuming ���
we know what’s best for other people ���
(namely, Muslim women), 

•  instead of taking seriously ���
their own perspective on what is best for them. 
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But to complicate matters,  
•  the scholars could claim that women who have always been ���

in the oppressive condition of being forced to wear hijab aren’t in a position ���
to know that it would be better for them not to wear veils. 

–  They would be making a point about adaptive preferences:  

Ø as a coping mechanism, ���
people under conditions of oppression may change their mindset so that 
they actually prefer to remain oppressed. 

•  Okin explains: “…we are not always enlightened about what is just ���
by asking persons who seem to be suffering injustices what they want. 
–  Oppressed people have often internalized then oppression so well that ���

they have no sense of what they are justly entitled to as human beings.  
•  …People in seriously deprived conditions are sometimes not only 

accepting of them but relatively cheerful… 

–  …But it would surely be ethically deeply mistaken to attach ���
a correspondingly small value to the loss of well-being ���
of such people because of their survival strategy.” 

»  Okin is saying that we shouldn’t accept that ���
oppressed women don’t need help, simply because they 
sometimes don’t believe that their own condition is morally bad. 
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She continues: 
•  “Let us think for a moment about some of the cruelest or most oppressive  

institutions & practices…– foot binding, clitoridectomy, and purdah. 
–  As [Hanna] Papanek shows, "well socialized" women in cultures with such 

practices internalize them as necessary to successful female development. 
•  Even though, in the case of the former two practices, ���

these women may retain vivid memories of their own intense pain,  
•  they perpetuate the cruelties, inflicting them ���

or at least allowing them to be Inflicted on their own daughters.” 

–  Okin’s point is that, through adaptive preferences, ���
women can sometimes be complicit in their own oppression. 

 

•  The phenomenon of adaptive preferences thus poses a challenge ���
to those who emphasize that we must respect the autonomy of people 
subject to oppression: 

»  Do we respect the preferences of oppressed people, ���
even though we know their perspective ���
may be skewed by their experiences? 

»  Or do we reject their preferences, on the assumption that they 
wouldn’t really want to remain oppressed ���
if they could look at it from our perspective? 
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Okin advises against listening to the preferences of people in countries with 
oppressive systems, 
•  because “well-socialized members of the oppressed group ���

are all too likely to rationalize the cruelties, whereas the men who perceive 
themselves as benefiting from them are unlikely to object.” 

–  She advises instead that we try to teach women in oppressive conditions ���
to look at the issue from a different perspective (i.e., our perspective): 

•  “the women in these cultures, required to think ���
of such practices [differently], might thereby, ���
with a little distance, gain more notion of just how, ���
rather than perfecting femininity, ���
they perpetuate the subordination of women to men.” 

 

She agrees with Martha Nussbaum that  
 

•  it is wrong to let anti-essentialism lead “highly intelligent people, ���
people deeply committed to the good of women and men in developing countries, ���
people who think of themselves as progressive and feminist and anti-racist, ���
[to take] up positions that converge with the positions of…oppression & sexism.  

–  Under the banner of their radically and politically correct "antiessentialism" 
march ancient religious taboos, the luxury of the pampered husband, ���
ill health, ignorance, and death.” 7	  



But Okin does emphasize that intervening in foreign affairs ���
to combat oppression of women worldwide 
•  “does not mean that we should overgeneralize or try to apply ���

"standardized" solutions to the problems of women In different circumstances.” 

–  She recommends “situation-by-situation analysis of women's roles and 
constraints before plans can be made and programs designed,” 

–  and notes that “heiplng to educate women to awareness of their oppression 
requires quite deep and specific knowledge of the relevant culture.” 
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Our final applied ethics topic is adoption. 
 

Ø  Katherine Egan (as an undergraduate)! argues on utilitarian grounds that ���
we have a moral duty to adopt children instead of conceiving biological children. 

 

–  “Is one child more worthy of love, the opportunity to learn to read, a polio 
vaccination, or enough to eat than another child?  

•  Those who answer “no,” should consider that  
–  when one makes the decision to conceive a child ���

instead of adopting an already existing child,  
–  one is saying that simply by virtue of its blood relation, ���

a yet-to-exist child who has no needs is more worthy of one’s time, 
love, energy and money than an existing orphan who has great need. 

»  But if all children are equally worthy of love and resources, ���
one must give these things based on who needs them the most ���
as opposed to any morally irrelevant characteristic such as race, 
sex, birthplace, or potential biological relation to oneself,  
•  and already existing orphans desperately need these things 

while yet-to-exist children do not need them at all.  

»  If one truly believes that all children are equally worthy of love, 
education and material necessities, then one must act on ���
the duty to adopt instead of conceiving biological children.” 9	  



“One might object that biological relation to oneself is somehow ���
in a different category from traits like race, sex, or birthplace,” 
•  and therefore it is morally acceptable to prefer to conceive ���

your own biological children over adopting non-biological children. 

–  Egan explains: “in order to make the decision to conceive a biological child…
one would have to weigh the interests of one’s yet-to-be-conceived biological 
child more heavily than the interests of an already existing orphan,” 

•  “…Yet blood relation is an ascriptive aspect of identity ���
in the same way that race, sex, and birthplace are,” ���
 – meaning that one does not choose who one is related to. 

–  Furthermore, these traits are all morally irrelevant, ���
as they are traits for which one bears no responsibility.  

»  As Martha Nussbaum…writes, ‘the accident of being born ���
a Sri Lankan, or a Jew, or a female, or an African-American, ���
or a poor person, is just that – an accident of birth’ and thus 
should ‘not be taken to be a determinant of moral worth’. 

 

–  Aspects of identity that have no bearing on the worth of a child 
cannot be used to justify bringing that child into the world.” 

»  Egan is saying one cannot defend conceiving one’s own child ���
in terms of an acceptable preference for biological children. 10	  



Egan turns her focus to the relative wants & needs of parents and children. 
 

•  “While a yet-to-exist child has no interests, potential parents do have interests,  
–  and thus one could also object that ���

we should be weighing the interests of the potential parents against the 
interests of a child who needs to be adopted,  
•  rather than the interests of a yet-to-exist child ���

against the interests of a child who needs to be adopted.  

•  Yet as long as the interests of all people are being weighed equally, ���
the duty to adopt instead of conceive remains.  

–  If equal weight is given to each person’s interests, ���
there is a duty to help others up until the point where one would ���
“thereby be sacrificing something of comparable moral importance” to what 
the recipient of one’s help would have to sacrifice if help was not received.” 

Ø Egan is appealing to Peter Singer’s moral principle that ���
if it is in our power to prevent something bad from happening, ���
without thereby sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance, ���
we ought, morally, to do it. 

•  “Potential parents have a duty to adopt because the sacrifices ���
they may make by adopting will not be nearly as great as the sacrifices ���
that an orphan must make if the parents choose to conceive instead of adopt.” 11	  



•  “The sacrifices of parents who choose to adopt instead of conceive are numerous.  

–  Such parents may sacrifice the greater degree of happiness ���
they might have experienced with a biological instead of an adopted child.  
•  This greater degree of happiness might have come from ���

the experience of love and commitment that can come with ���
combining one’s genes with those of one’s life partner, ���
or from the knowledge that one’s bloodline will continue. 

–  Adoptive parents might also sacrifice ���
the likelihood that their child will be relatively free of problems. 

•  While children can make great strides in development ���
once they are adopted, some adopted children…do not completely 
overcome the resulting cognitive, emotional, or physical problems.  

•  Some children may suffer from speech and other developmental delays, 
lower than average I.Q.’s, difficulty attaching to their adoptive parents, ���
or chronic illnesses such as hepatitis. 

–  Adoptive parents must also sacrifice the money required to adopt.  

Ø  Yet none of these sacrifices would constitute a sacrifice of a basic necessity,  
–  and thus none would be of comparable moral importance ���

to what orphans must sacrifice if they are not adopted.” 
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•  “In orphanages all over the world, children are dying and sacrificing basic necessities. 

Ø  Thus, the sacrifice parents make when they choose to adopt instead of conceive 
must be weighed against a child’s sacrifice of life or the basic necessities.  

•  “…Because there are children who will die if they are not adopted,  
–  the choice to conceive instead of adopt always means that ���

a child will have to sacrifice life. 

»  As long as sacrificing the money required to adopt ���
would not require parents to give up the basic necessities,  
•  parents have a duty to adopt these children ���

because the sacrifice of one’s life is far greater than ���
any of the sacrifices adoptive parents might have to make. 

»  They also have a duty to adopt the orphans who are not dying ���
but who are sacrificing basic necessities—their health, dignity, 
chances for a normal life, educations, and the love of parents— 
•  for [none of the parents’ sacrifices] constitutes a necessity as 

basic as those that orphans must give up if they are not adopted.  

•  Thus, if adoptive parents give equal weight to their own interests ���
and the interests of orphans,  
Ø  they must conclude that [parents] have a duty to make a smaller sacrifice ���

in order to prevent a child from making a much greater sacrifice.” 13	  



•  “If the money required to adopt from less affluent countries ���
would require adoptive parents to give up any basic necessities,  

–  this would constitute a sacrifice of comparable moral importance to what 
orphans must sacrifice if they are not adopted, the duty to adopt from overseas 
would not apply.  

•  However, those who ���
cannot afford to adopt ���
from less affluent countries ���
still have a duty to adopt ���
instead of conceive  

–  because they can adopt ���
for no, or a very low, fee ���
from the U.S. through ���
the state’s public ���
…adoption system. 

•  The duty to adopt remains ���
because the sacrifices of orphans in the U.S. ���
who are not adopted are still greater than the potential sacrifices ���
of parents who choose to adopt instead of conceive.” 14	  



With your debate team, discuss: 
 

•  Do people have a moral right to conceive & raise biological children? 

–  What would happen if everyone only had biological children ���
and never adopted/foster children? 

•  If bad consequences would follow from ���
everyone exercising their moral right to have biological children, ���
what compromise should be made to eliminate those consequences? 

–  Should certain people be denied ���
the opportunity to exercise that right? 

–  Should certain people be required to adopt ���
instead of having biological children? 

•  Do you agree with Egan that we have a moral duty ���
to adopt rather than conceive? 

–  If so, how would we enforce this duty? 
•  Should failure to obey this duty be punishable? 

–  Do people have a moral right to adopt? 
•  Should certain people be banned from adopting children? 
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