Exploiting gift-givers
Abstract for the workshop “Exploitation: conceptual, normative and political perspectives”, Manchester workshops in Political Theory 2011

This paper investigates whether someone who voluntary gives a gift (or provides help of any other kind) can be exploited through her act of giving. It is sometimes claimed that such exploitation is impossible. I challenge that view, and argue that the voluntary giving of gifts can indeed be exploitative, and I also argue that such exploitation is morally reprehensible.

Typically, exploitation involves the taking advantage of “defects” or “deplorable elements” in either the exploitee’s character (such as her being greedy, short-sighted or irrational) or in the situation in which she finds herself (such as her or her family desperately needing basic goods, or a lack of alternatives). In genuine cases of gift-giving, however, what are being exploited are the exploitee’s laudable character traits, such as her generosity, compassion or sense of duty.  

In the paper, genuine cases of gift-giving are distinguished from cases of seeming gift- giving. For the genuine cases, conditions for when such gift-giving may constitute exploitation are outlined. These conditions involve inter alia the predictability and preventability of the situation in which the gift-giving takes place. 

The analysis is partly normative and concerns personal relationships, but also yields policy recommendations on e.g. compensation for participation in medical research.
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