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ABSTRACT: I argue here that sometimes the seeking and securing of release from
promissory obligation amounts to wrongful exploitation. I contend that this is true
even though the promisee has viable alternatives to releasing the promisor from
the promise, and even though the promisee is voluntarily releasing the promisor
from the promise. I offer two methods by which someone can unfairly take advan-
tage of the promisee’s vulnerability that count as wrongfully exploitative. Next, I
explain a variety of theories of promising and how they handle promissory release.
I explain the difference between coercive release-seeking and exploitative release-
seeking, and I explain why the latter type of release can be morally legitimate—at
least on some theories. I then demonstrate how these scenarios of exploitative
release-seeking pose interesting puzzles and applications for the theories of promis-
ing. I end the paper with some thoughts on what rules we can follow to avoid
exploitative release-seeking from our promises.

Imagine that you have promised to help your mother clean her house tonight
in preparation for family visitors arriving tomorrow. She is counting on your
help, as the work that needs to be done is considerable. You have also prom-
ised to attend a dinner after a colloquium in your department. You made
this dinner promise after making the promise to your mother. You figured
that you would be able to get everything sorted out. When you tell your
mother about the colloquium dinner, she is very disappointed. You say that,
of course, you promised, so if she insists on your help, you will give up the
dinner. However, she is not prepared to insist that you come to help clean.
Further, she wants you to have the opportunity to go to the dinner, since she
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loves you and cares about your interests. She releases you from your
promise.

Here we have a situation in which there is an over-commitment, and
the promisor resolves the over-commitment by successfully securing
release from one promisee. Securing such release is ordinarily what we
might take to be the optimal way by which we can resolve problems of
over-commitment. However, it seems like this scenario is troublesome,
morally speaking. After all, imagine that you often over-commit yourself
and often seek release from your mother, since negotiating release from
her is easier and less costly than negotiating release from your other
commitments.

In this paper, I first defend the very possibility of over-commitment. Some
philosophers argue that over-commitments are not possible because the
promisor does not hold the authority to successfully make a second, compet-
ing promise in such cases. I will also explain why someone should care about
this topic even if she or he did not take promissory over-commitment to be
possible. Second, I argue that scenarios like this one can count as wrongful
exploitation—even though the promisee has viable alternatives to releasing
the promisor from the promise, and even though the promisee is voluntarily
releasing the promisor from the promise. I offer two methods by which some-
one can unfairly take advantage of the promisee’s vulnerability that count as
wrongfully exploitative.

Third, I explain a variety of theories of promising and how they handle
promissory release. I explain the difference between coercive release-
seeking and exploitative release-seeking, and I explain why the latter type of
release can be morally legitimate—at least on some theories. I then argue
that these scenarios of exploitative release-seeking pose interesting puzzles
for a variety of accounts of promissory obligation. For theories of promising
that ground promissory obligation in trust, reliance, and expectation, I
argue that these accounts will not be able to explain how a promisee is capa-

ble of releasing the promisor from the promise in cases in which the release-
seeking is wrongfully exploitative. For theories of promising that ground
promissory obligation in granted authority, I argue that relationships
between promisors and promisees that give rise to exploitative release-
seeking do not preclude successful release-seeking, but that any moral or
trust-keeping objective a promisor might hope to secure in seeking release
from his promise, rather than breaking it, is unavailable to him if he exploits
his promisee when securing release. I will end the paper with some thoughts
on what rules we can follow to avoid exploitative release-seeking from
promissory obligation.
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1. THE POSSIBILITY OF OVER-COMMITMENT

Sometimes we make multiple, incompatible promises. In these cases, we gen-
erate multiple obligations that we cannot keep. These are all promissory obli-
gations—they all arise from the making of promises. For instance, imagine
that I promise to mow your lawn before noon today, since it needs to look
good for a noontime house-showing, and then I promise to drive another
friend to the airport for his noontime flight. I cannot do both. It is tempting
to say that at least one of these commitments does not count as a promise at
all. After all, we might think that only one such promissory obligation can be
generated, since at most one of these actions can be performed. However,
Judith Thomson, David Owens, and others have pointed out that, even if I
can only keep one of these commitments, I have an obligation to each of you.
I will have wronged whomever I do not devote the morning to helping. This
becomes more apparent when we consider the fact that I would owe either
one of you some compensation or apology for choosing to honor the other
commitment. The need for compensation or apology is strong evidence for it
being the case that I have wronged either of you by not providing the help I
offered. And if I have wronged either of you, it is because I have failed in dis-
charging an obligation and both obligations are ones that were generated by
promises.1

The reason why the need for compensation or apology is strong evidence
for it being the case that I have wronged you is because a wronging, that is, a
failure of a pro tanto directed duty, is the best explanation for why I owe an
apology or compensation.2 Another possible explanation is that, when I
made the promise, either the content of the promise or what was mutually
assumed by the promise had an “unless” clause. For instance, maybe when I
made my promise to my friend that I would make the airport run, it should
really have been understood as, “I promise to pick you up from the airport,
unless there is a commitment that I already made that would trump this
later-made commitment.”

The reason why we might think that all promises have this implicit “unless
clause” is because we tend to think that there is some reason to go in order—
to keep our first promise and not our second when they conflict. David
Owens thinks that the social background can partly determine what he calls
the “exclusionary force” of a promise. Owens says, “For example, there is a
general understanding that a social arrangement excludes consideration of

1 Many philosophers have accounts that allow for multiple, incompatible promises. See
for example, Thomson 1990, Owens 2012, and Driver 2011.

2 Thomson (1990), in particular, thinks that the moral residue left over when I cannot
keep one of these promises is evidence that there is a broken promise.
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subsequent invitations, however attractive, but does not prevent you from
handling your child’s sudden illness in the way you judge best” (2012, 229–
30). In this way, perhaps it is the case that part of the shared understanding
of a promise is that it trumps any subsequent opportunities encountered by
the promisor. However, there are also social background conditions pertain-
ing to what gets communicated about prior commitments when we make a
promise.

When I promise to do something, I am communicating that either I have
no prior commitments, or that I am confident that I can be released from my
prior commitments, or, failing release, that I am willing to forsake those prior
commitments in order to keep the promise that I am making now (whatever
my reasons for doing so might be). My friend arriving at the airport has just
as much reason to think, on the basis of my promise, that I will prioritize my
commitment to him over any prior commitments (whether or not I should)
as you have to think that I will prioritize my promise to you over subsequent-
ly made commitments. For this reason, social background conditions cannot
eliminate over-commitments. We do not assume that there are implicit
“unless I have made an incompatible promise to someone else” clauses built
into every promise made.

Even if this argument from the best explanation is not compelling to you,
exploitative release-seeking from promises might still be a problem. For
instance, sometimes people try to seek release from a promise just because
they prefer to do something else, not because they have committed to do
something else. Consider the case I described in my introduction in which
you seek release from your mother instead of from your departmental col-
leagues in order to resolve your over-commitment. You might have sought
release from the promise you made to your mother just because you preferred

to go the colloquium dinner, and not because you had committed to go. The
wrong of exploitation might be even weightier in these cases that do not
involve over-commitment.

2. WRONGFUL EXPLOITATION AND
PROMISSORY RELEASE-SEEKING

Wrongful exploitation is a heavily theorized concept, and many philosophers
have proposed necessary and sufficient conditions for an agreement, transac-
tion, or other action to count as a case of exploitation, and still other condi-
tions for it to count as a case of wrongful exploitation. (From here on out I
will use the term “exploitation” simply to mean “wrongful exploitation.”3)

3 Following Allen Wertheimer.
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For instance, some think that exploitation needs to involve an unfair agree-
ment between two parties (Wertheimer 2003). Some think that it needs to
involve an excessive gain on the part of the exploiter (Valdman 2009). Some
think that the exploiter must be using the exploited person or persons in a
disrespectful way, or perhaps as an instrument for the exploiter’s own ends
(Sample 2003). Further, there is much contention about the degree of vulner-
ability that must be experienced by the exploited person in order for it to be
correct to say that he or she has been wrongfully exploited (Wertheimer
2003, Valdman 2009, Liberto 2014).

I am going to explain Alan Wertheimer’s account of exploitation, which
he grounds in the moral wrong of unfairness. I will do something unusual
here, which is to explain his account of exploitation in terms of a domestic
agreement (rather than a market agreement). The case is his own, and I think
it is most apt for considering the types of cases that I am analyzing in this
paper. Next, I will explain how this view contrasts with Mikhail Valdman’s
more recent theory of exploitation. However, I will go on to show that there
can be cases of exploiting someone by seeking (and gaining) release from a
promise that map onto either account.

Wertheimer argues that A exploits B when A transacts with B to A’s
advantage in a way that is unfair to B (1996, 16). This exploitation might not
be harmful to B. After all, the situation might be one in which both parties
benefit from the transaction, but we still think that the transaction is unfair.
Consider sweatshop labor. The laborer who works all of his waking hours for
a dollar a day is being treated unfairly—especially if those who are employ-
ing him are earning huge sums by selling the products of his labor. However,
this wage laborer might still be better off than he would be without a job. He
can keep his family alive this way, though perhaps not well-nourished or
educated.

How is unfairness measured? Wertheimer thinks that there is some possi-
ble agreement between two people engaged in a transaction that counts as
the “normative baseline”—one that two people would choose if they had
each other’s best interests at heart, were not desperate, and could take as
much time as they liked to make their decision about the transaction.
Wertheimer measures the distance between this “normative baseline” and
the actual point of agreement. He calls the difference between these two
points: the measure of exploitation.

Now, market explanations of exploitation might be of little help in figuring
out how to conceive of exploitation in cases of promising, since promising
tends to happen between friends, family, and colleagues. So, let us start by
looking at a different case of exploitation outside of the market realm. Here
is an example of an interpersonal, domestic agreement and how Wertheimer
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handles it. Wertheimer discusses exploitation in the context of familial rela-
tionships when examining the “moral weight and moral force” of exploita-
tion. Imagine that a man (A) and woman (B) are dating, and the woman very
much wants to get married, whereas the man is rather ambivalent.

Now, suppose that A proposes to marry B if but only if B will agree to terms that
are unfair with respect to the distribution of financial resources, care for children,
the division of household labor, and so forth. In other words, a traditional mar-
riage. B would prefer to marry A on non-exploitative terms, but that option is
unavailable. (Wertheimer 1996, 290)

Wertheimer asks us to assume that the woman really is better off in the
exploitative marriage than she would be if not married to this man (though
he is very ready to admit that in any actual case, she would be better off look-
ing for love elsewhere). Wertheimer says that even though the woman is
made better off by the marriage, it is morally worse for the man to marry her
in this unfair way than to refrain from marrying her (291). The application
of his conception of normative baselines to this case is rather tricky: even if A
and B truly had each other’s interests at heart, neither was desperate, and
they had all of the time in the world on their hands, then this particular,
unequal marital agreement might still occur. After all, if A truly prefers no
marriage to an equal marriage, and B truly prefers an unequal marriage to
A than any other marriage or no marriage, then they might still wind up
with this agreement. However, Wertheimer explains, “I (we?) do not think
that the wrongness of A’s action with respect to B is a straightforward func-
tion of the effect of A’s action on B’s welfare. Relationships create a new
moral context, a different moral baseline, so to speak” (291).

Perhaps when two agents in a transaction are connected in some friend-
ship or in a familial way, the way of determining the potential fair agreement
changes (Liberto 2013). Most friends and family members, when they are
coming to agreements, assume that they are engaging in a way that takes the
other’s interests into accounts. When we assume this much, we do not push
for the best deal that we can get, we push for a fair compromise. We assume
that if the other person says that they prefer no agreement to a proposed
agreement, it is because that person really has this preference, not that they
are bluffing and hoping for a better deal. If one friend negotiates like a
friend, in this way, and the other does not, then there is a special instance of
exploitation. One person’s friendly feelings are the source of her
vulnerability.

Think back to the case where you are seeking release from your promise
to your mother. Recall, you pretty much always seek release from her and
not from the other people in your life when you over-commit, since she has
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your interests at heart and will not make you feel badly or make other
demands when you ask for release. Maybe knowing that someone is not play-
ing hardball in the course of negotiations because she loves you or cares deep-
ly about your interests also narrows the realm of fair agreements that can be
reached.

If, in virtue of your promise, your mother has a claim to your help and to
your time this evening, but, motivated by love, she agrees to give up this
claim, then you had better have a very good reason to make use of her love
for this purpose. Of course, she may assume that you have such a good rea-
son (because her love involves a commitment to trust you); she may believe
that whatever your reason is, it is a good reason because her love for you is
such that she takes any interest of yours to be a weighty reason for action.
Whereas, if someone agrees to give up a claim against you, not for the sake
of your interests, but because she can secure an alternative, heftier service
from you (e.g., “don’t help me clean tonight, as you promised, but make up
for it by picking up my guests form the airport at 6 a.m. tomorrow
morning”), then there is more wiggle room to fairly negotiate (e.g., “How
about they get breakfast at the airport and I collect them at 7:30 instead?”).

Now, some philosophers will worry that seeking release from this promise
is not exploitative because a promisee has reasonable alternatives. For
instance, the promsiee can choose to hold the promisor to the promise. Vald-
man believes that an exploited person must have his or her back against the
wall—she must be vulnerable such that she cannot reasonably do anything
other than what the exploiting person wants her to do.4 In a popular televi-
sion show from the early 2000s, a mother is willing to hold her daughter to
promises and, when her daughter seeks release, she renegotiates and often
demands a little more from her daughter than the promise-keeping would
have involved in the first place—to compensate for the trouble of changing
her plans. Lorelei Gilmore promises her mother, Emily, that she will come to
dinner every Friday night in exchange for Emily’s help financing her daugh-
ter’s private school education. On occasion, Lorelei has conflicting opportu-
nities of some importance and asks to be released from her promise to come
to particular dinners. Emily Gilmore tells Lorelei that she must do other
things (e.g., attend or help with events) in order for her to grant the release
from the promise (Sherman-Palladino 2007).

Emily’s options are available to her because of the fact that Emily has a
lot of power, and Lorelei and her daughter depend on Emily’s continued

4 Valdman (2009) offers an account of wrongful exploitation, which is what I am describ-
ing here. He thinks that there are forms of exploitation that are not wrongful—even exploita-
tion of people.
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financial help. Yet, the television show certainly demonstrates an option that is
available to those who are asked for release from promises. It seems that Emily
does not feel that her back is against a wall. On the other hand, the show
serves as a cautionary tale about holding one’s loved ones to promises and
playing hardball in the negotiations that arise when someone tries to gain
release from those promises. Emily Gilmore’s behavior continuously under-
mines her access to a loving, friendly relationship with her daughter. Insofar as
most parents take this loving, friendly bond with their children to be a fore-
most priority in life, they may not reasonably have the option of holding their
children to promises or of negotiating to a truly compensatory agreement in
the face of their children’s over-commitments and competing opportunities.

I think that we often underestimate the ways in which family and social
dynamics, as well as rules of etiquette, limit the reasonable options we have
when interacting with our friends and loved ones. Further, I think that it is
possible to wrongfully exploit someone even if she or he does have reason-
able options. I argue elsewhere that someone is vulnerable enough to be the
victim of wrongful exploitation just as long as there is a significant burden
attached to each of her alternate options (Liberto 2014). Whether I am cor-
rect or whether Valdman is correct on this point is not a matter of great
importance. On either view, there will be cases of wrongfully exploitative
release-seeking and securing from promises. On my view, there will simply
be more such cases.

I will return to a discussion about the vulnerability of promisees in section
4. However, assuming here that there is such vulnerability on the part of the
promisee that the promisor uses in order to secure release, then the promisor
exploits the promisee in seeking and securing release from the promise if: (1)
the promisor places an unfair burden on the promisee of shouldering the
costs of his over-commitments by seeking and securing release too often from
the promisee, or (2) the promisor secures the advantage of release from the
promisee without negotiating to a fair compensatory arrangement. Please
note that I say: “seeking and securing,” because the exploitation would not
occur if it did not work—that is, if the promisee did not actually release the
promisor from the promise. Also, it is important that the promisor seeks
release. It is not clear to me that the same conclusions would follow if the
promisee was offering release unsolicited.

3. PROMISSORY OBLIGATION AND EXPLOITATIVE RELEASE:
THE GENERATED ATTITUDES ACCOUNTS

One way of very crudely dividing theories of promissory obligation is to sepa-
rate them into two groups: the authority accounts and the generated attitudes
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accounts. I will describe a handful of contemporary theories that best repre-
sent each of these categories and then explain how release operates on each
model.

T. M. Scanlon defends the view that promissory obligation is grounded in
expectation or assurance. The promisee is assured that the promisor will do
what he says that he will do. As a result, it is reasonable for the promisee to
form an expectation that the promisor will do what he has promised. Impor-
tantly for Scanlon, the promisee really must believe that the promisor intends
to perform what is promised (1998, 304). A broken promise frustrates the
promisee’s expectations and is, therefore, wrongful. Niko Kolodny and
R. Jay Wallace have more recently suggested a modification to Scanlon’s
view. They say that we have two obligations: one obligation arising from the
social practice of promising and its value, and another from the expectations
held by the promise, as described by Scanlon (Kolodny and Wallace 2003).
The obligation that arises to keep a promise because it promotes a valuable
social practice is a free-floating duty: when breached, the promisor does not
wrong a particular person.5 However, both of these duties dissolve when a
promisee releases a promisor from a promise. The promisee gives up the
expectations she would otherwise hold, and the release-seeking and receiving
is certainly also compatible with the valuable social practice of promising.

Judith Thomson’s view is similar to Scanlon’s but requires that the prom-
isee does more than just expect the performance of what is promised, but
also that she forms a reliance based on the promise. Promise-breaking, for
Thomson, involves frustrating a reliance that a promisor invited a promisee
to adopt (1990, 294–321). Whereas, Nicholas Southwood and Daniel
Friedrich worry that there are many important promises, especially between
loving members of families, which do not involve any expectation or reliance.
They tell a story of a spouse who has committed numerous infidelities and
who makes a promise to the other spouse of the sort: I promise this time I
really never will cheat again. The promisee may not believe the promisor,
given their history. However, if the promise is accepted, then the promisor
has incurred a promissory obligation never to cheat again (Friedrich and
Southwood 2011, 283–84).

Friedrich and Southwood also provide the case of the wife who promises
her dying husband that she will make amends with their estranged, adult
daughter. It seems that he does not rely on her promise in any way. He does

5 For instance, in one of his discussions of promising, Rawls says that promise-breaking is
wrong because it is a form of free-riding. We take advantage of the benefits of the social
practice of promising without ourselves paying in (i.e., keeping our promises) (Rawls 1971,
344–50 and 1999, 60, 63).
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not make any future choices depending on her word. Instead, he dies. Yet,
most of us think that the wife is bound to promissory obligation (284–85).
Friedrich and Southwood argue that, instead, successful promises are accept-
ed invitations to trust in our moral character. Promise-breaking is wrongful
because it is a breach of this trust (278–80).

These generated attitudes accounts, as I call them here, run into trouble
explaining the role that release is supposed to play in promising. It seems that
if release is sought before the attitudes are generated (whether they be instan-
ces of expectation, reliance, or trust), then the promise never fully fires. That is,
it seems that generating the respective attitude is part of what it means, on
these theories, for a promisee to uptake a promise—a necessary condition on all
theories for a promise to go through. If you promise your mother that you will
help with the cleaning and, before she even comes to think about what that
means to her or what it will involve from you, you call and say you are sorry,
that something else has come up, then this might not be either promise-
breaking or release-seeking. It might simply be the withdrawal of a launched
promise—one that has not yet been completed (Liberto 2016).

On the other hand, if you ask for release from your mother after her
expectations have been raised, or her reliance formed, or your invitation that
she trust in your moral character (that you will keep your word) accepted,
then it is not clear that she is even capable of releasing you from your prom-
ise in a way that is wrongfully exploitative to her. Here is my argument for
this pertaining to the theories of expectation and reliance:

1. If you act in a way that frustrates her expectations or reliance, then you break your
promise (on these theories).

2. You securing her agreement to release you from your promise after she has generated
these attitudes of expectation or reliance does frustrate the expectation or reliance she
has developed since accepting your promise (even if it prevents more expectation and
reliance from being formed as a result of the promise).

3. So, securing her agreement to release you from your promise after she has generated
these attitudes of expectation or reliance does amount to you breaking your promise
(on these theories).

Here is my argument for a similar conclusion pertaining to the trust
model.

1. If you act in a way that amounts to a breach of her trust in your moral character (that
is, your moral character as it relates to keeping your word), then you break your prom-
ise (on the trust theory).

2. You securing her agreement to release you from your promise after she has accepted
your invitation to trust in your moral character (that is, your moral character as it
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relates to keeping your word) does breach her trust in your moral character if it is done

in a wrongfully exploitative way.

3. So, you securing her agreement to release you from your promise after she has accept-
ed your invitation to trust in your moral character (that is, your moral character as it
relates to keeping your word) amounts to promise-breaking if it is done in a wrongfully

exploitative way.

So, when it comes to the generated attitudes theories, I conclude that it is
not possible to wrongfully exploit someone by securing release from a prom-
ise. However, I do still think that one can wrongfully exploit someone, on
these theories, by breaking one’s promise to them. Of course, this is a wrong
that would be done in addition to the wrong of promise-breaking.

3.1 Promissory obligation and exploitative release: The authority accounts

I will turn now to the other broad category of accounts: the authority
accounts. Seana Shiffrin and David Owens argue that promises grant a
promisee a certain amount of authority and discretion. When you promise
your mother that you will help with the house-cleaning before the family
guests arrive, then you have changed the “normative landscape.” Morally
speaking, it used to be up to you to decide whether you would help with the
house cleaning; now it is up to her to decide whether you will help with the
house cleaning. (After all, your promise does not commit her to allowing you
to help when the evening in question arrives [Owens 2006, 53–54].) For
Owens, you break your promise when you fail to allow her, your promisee,
to decide whether you do as you said you would do (2012, 227). Honoring a
promise means allowing the promisee to exercise this discretion. Stephen
Darwall’s (2011) account of promissory obligation is interestingly similar on
this point, even though he grounds the obligation in his rich normative
theory, wherein these obligations can be understood only in terms of the
second-personal standpoint. He would explain promise-breaking as a prom-
isee failing to make himself accountable to the promisor. The promisee gave
the promisor a role to play in his life. When you break your promise to your
mother, you do not respect her role and the relationship that you have with
her that features this role.

Shiffrin also thinks that we give authority to our promisees. Shiffrin thinks
that considerations about promises that are made in intimate relationships
are very important when theorizing about promissory obligation altogether.
In particular, she thinks that inequalities between partners can be diffused by
promises. Imagine that before you make your promise, your mother is more
invested in you helping her clean than you are invested in helping her clean.
You can imagine that your mother holds a much higher standard for just how
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clean the house needs to be before the guests arrive. There is a general discus-
sion about the cleaning, and she begins to see that she that you care less about
the cleaning, which means that it is not one of your own goals to have the
house particularly clean by the time the guests arrive. This causes an inequali-
ty between you—if you both cared as much as she did about the cleaning,
then you would be equally situated to negotiate a fair division of the labor.

As you can see, Shiffrin’s account of the value of promises within intimate
relationships stems from the fact that she recognizes the vulnerabilities to
exploitation that can arise in intimate relationships. Shiffrin thinks that in
making the promise to your mother to help her clean the house, you equalize
your relationship with your mother in this domain (2008, 508). Now, assum-
ing that you really do honor the authority that you have given to her, you
have an equal investment in her objectives. After all, your objective in honor-
ing the promise is to allow her discretion to guide you.

Now, let us consider what happens when you seek and secure release from
your promise to you mother. Recall, you have often come to her for release
from promises in the face of over-commitments (or new opportunities aris-
ing). You have not spread this burden among the many people to whom you
regularly make commitments, but take your mother’s willingness to release
you from promises for granted, and, to some degree, you are motivated to
do so because release from the promises does not require much in compensa-
tion—or much change in her love for you or treatment of you. Let us imag-
ine that you keep your promises often enough that she really did believe that
you would keep this one. Perhaps she felt that you really did understand the
importance of this one, since she expressed to you how much she cares about
the house being clean when the guests arrive. Further, she believes, and it is
the case, that you would have kept the promise and helped clean if she did
not agree to release you from the promise.

There are a few different reasons why your mother agrees to release you
from the promise.

A. Your mother releases you from the promise only because she believes (and it is the case)
that you will blame her for being ungenerous or unloving if she refuses. And, because
she loves you and values your goodwill toward her, this would be too high a cost.

B. Your mother releases you from the promise only because she believes (though it is not
the case) that you will blame her for being ungenerous or unloving if she refuses. And,
because she loves you and values your goodwill toward her, this would be too high a
cost.

C. Your mother releases you from the promise because any interests of yours are her
own, and upon becoming acquainted with your situation, and your preference to do
the other thing (instead of help her clean), she wants you to do the other thing.
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Let us assume that morally legitimate release from a promise requires that
the release be voluntary (Owens 2012, 231–32). Just as a promise does not
count if it is made at gun point, release does not count if it is rendered at gun
point. Remember, for the authority model of promissory obligation, one
breaks his promise when he fails to let the promisee decide whether he will
fulfill the promise or not. Now, Case A is really a case of coercive release-
seeking from a promise. You implement a threat (even if only tacitly). She
previously had the option of having your help with the cleaning and keeping
your goodwill. Further, she is entitled to your help because of your promise
(this entitlement can play a role in whether the coercion counts as wrongful).6

Now, she has to give up both the help and the entitlement because her only
other option is to give up your goodwill toward her (Feinberg 1986).

Of course, the coercive threat may not be severe enough to undermine
the voluntariness of her release-giving. She might value your goodwill to her
enough to release you, when she would otherwise not have this preference,
but she might not attach enough disvalue to your blame and anger to
completely rule out the option of holding you to your promise. How signifi-
cant this threat needs to be for it to undermine the voluntariness (or the con-
sensual nature) of her release is not clear (Conly 2004). It is also not within
the scope of this paper; this paper is about exploitation, not coercion.

Case B is only a little different, because if true voluntariness is needed for
consent, and it is your mother’s beliefs about what her options are that deter-
mines the degree to which her choice is voluntary, then whether her release
is legitimate will be the same in Case B as it was in Case A. However, you
will not be blameworthy for promise-breaking, in that you had no reason to
think that her release was not legitimate. Of course, if you know your mother
well, then you might be capable of perceiving that she thinks that her options
are constrained in this coercive way. We must be careful not to be negligent
about discovering whether our promisees feel coerced into releasing us from
our promises.

I want to point out that many of the cases of promissory release that we
might be tempted to consider to be exploitative are really acts best described
as coercive. Often we invoke small, emotional threats, or can reasonably
expect our promisees to see potential threats attached to our solicitations for
release.7 Instead, the cases that I am considering are ones in which the

6 See, for instance, Sachs 2013 and Shaw 2012.
7 Donald Hubin and Karen Healey (1999) offer an excellent analysis of the relationship

between coercion (or perceived coercion) and legal sexual consent. They suggest that instead
of considering what it would be reasonable for either party to believe, we should instead con-
sider what it would be reasonable of us to demand of them by way of confirming their
beliefs.
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promisor does not take away the promisee’s best option, but instead takes
advantage of what the promisee’s best option (or considered best option)
turns out to be, in light of the considerations presented to her by the
promisor.

Case C is the case that I believe is a candidate for exploitation. In this
case, you do not implement emotional coercion to secure your mother’s
agreement to release you. You simply tell her the situation, honestly (perhaps
with some emphasis on the harms that could come to you if she refused, or
with an emphasis on those parts of the story that partially excuse you for
making conflicting commitments), and explain your preferences. She then
takes these preferences and your interests into account in her deliberations.
Given her love for you and concern for your well-being, your favored option
is her best option. This feature of your relationship—one in which she acts
so as to advance your interests—is her vulnerability. You make use of this
vulnerability by securing release from her—release she is motivated to give
because of the nature of her vulnerability. As stipulated in section 2, you
exploit when you seek and secure release in this way too often—placing an
unfair burden on her—or by failing to offer her fair compensation in negoti-
ating release. I will call this version of exploitative release-seeking and secur-
ing: (i) Exploiting a promisee’s interest in your own interest-satisfaction.

Of course, there are more ways to exploit someone when seeking and
securing release from a promise. Let us consider a modified version of Case
C wherein your mother does not take your obligation to herself to be any
less important than the ones you have to others (or the competing activities
that you want to pursue). She might well be tired of hearing your excuses
again and again or about the competing items on your schedule. She might
feel somewhat taken for granted—that you always assume that she will
release you from your promises. However, case by case, she does not want to
pressure you to do anything that you do not want to do—a pressure that
would come from her holding you to your word. She does not want to be a
burden on you. This is not coercion because you are not making her feel like a
burden. If she holds you to your promise then she just is a burden on you (in
one domain) in virtue of requiring of you that you do something that you do
not want to do.8 In the same way, a job responsibility or a child that needs
our care is a burden on us (in one domain) when they require of us that we
do what we do not want to do. I will call this type of exploitative release-
seeking and securing from promissory obligation: (ii) Exploiting a promisee’s

desire that she not be a burden on you.

8 I am borrowing this expression from Seana Shiffrin (2008).
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There are cases of wrongfully exploitative release-seeking from promises
that in some respects look more like Case B than like Case C. I have already
done the work of distinguishing coercive promissory release from exploitative
promissory release. Coercive promissory release occurs when a promisor
intentionally removes the promisee’s best option: to both have everything that
she had before and also have the promise be kept. Alternately, as I stated
above, the promisor could be negligent in ascertaining that the promisee
believes there to be a threat, and this could result in a coercive securing of
promissory release (Conly 2004). However, consider a case in which it is not
the promisor that removes the promisee’s best option, but others who do this.

For instance, imagine that Alba and Bruno are married and have made
promises to each other to stay wed for the rest of their lives. Alba changes
her mind after five years of marriage. After much consideration and counsel-
ing, Alba decides that she really would like to pursue a divorce, but Bruno
does not want to do so. He would like to try harder, see if some more years
or maybe a joint project, like parenting, could bring them closer and re-
spark Alba’s love. Alba asks Bruno to be released from her marital promise,
both legally and morally. She would like to have a no-fault divorce. Howev-
er, it is also important to her to end the marriage without wronging Bruno,
and she is willing to wait for him to release her from her promise, morally
speaking, as well.

Imagine that Bruno might otherwise take a lot of time, until, like Alba, he
is also convinced that the marriage cannot be saved. However, their families
and friends and even some colleagues know that Alba is interested in divorce.
Perhaps there are other life projects and romantic partners that she is eager
to pursue. Perhaps she wants to be a mother someday, though not with
Bruno as her partner, and so she feels some hurry to start the process of look-
ing for her future partner. Their family and friends understand all of this and
will be upset with Bruno if he refuses to release her. They will take him to be
controlling, unreasonable, and perhaps somewhat misogynistic. Bruno cares
deeply about what his friends and family think of him. Given these factors,
his best option is to give Alba the legal and moral release that she solicits.

In this case, Bruno’s hands are bound by his social circumstances. Alba
does not bind them—she does not make any threat nor does she manipulate
his options in any way. However, she is, on some level, counting on these fea-
tures of their social world and the norms that it supplies to do their work on
Bruno. She thinks that he will do what is reasonable, both for himself and for
her, and what it is reasonable for him to do depends, in part, on what the
social consequences will be for him if he refuses. She does not negotiate a
compromise that is a half-way point between his desires and her own or that
compensates him in some way for the years he has invested in their marriage
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(when he could have been building a relationship with someone else). She
secures what she wants only. It would be socially unacceptable for Bruno to
negotiate for more time, or perhaps for continued period of sexual or emo-
tional access to Alba, and they both know it. I call this: (iii) Exploitation of a

promisee’s constrained alternatives. It is this type of exploitative release-seeking
and securing that is most like the paradigm cases of exploitation that we see
outside of the realm of promises.

These three types of exploitative release-seeking can be manifest in both
personal relationships and more public or professional relationships. Though,
I think that the first (i.e., Exploiting a promisee’s interest in your own interest-satisfaction)
will rarely arise in cases in which there is not a love-relationship or significant
friendship between promisor and promisee. However, let me provide
versions of (ii) and (iii) that arise in the professional rather than personal
realm.

Imagine that a student has fallen behind in his academic work and finishes
the semester with uncompleted assignments in each of his classes. He prom-
ises all of his professors that he will make up the assignments by the last week
of Winter Recess, so that they do not have to grade his work after the next
term begins. They all agree, with the understanding that, if he does not fol-
low through, they will give him Fs on his transcript. He procrastinates during
recess and leaves himself so little time that, by a certain date, it is no longer
possible for him to complete everything. He completes the work for the pro-
fessors whom he thinks are most strict and hands it in. Two days before the
beginning of term, he goes to the professor whom he believes is the most
sympathetic, and asks for a further extension—permission to turn the assign-
ments in after the promised date.

Now, imagine two scenarios. In the first, her sympathies are just as her stu-
dent judges them to be. She does not want to leave more grading for the com-
ing term. She also does not want to grant this one student privileges that are
unfair to his classmates, who completed their work on time. However, she also
does not want to be the cause of the student receiving an F on his transcript.
In light of this consideration, she gives him permission to spend more time on
his assignments. This might be a professional version of the second exploita-
tion type: Exploiting a promisee’s desire that she not be a burden on you.

Now, let us consider a slightly modified version of the same case. The pro-
fessor’s sympathies are not so extensive. However, the student is a university
athlete, and the athletic program is putting pressure on the professor to
accommodate the student. The professor receives emails and visits from ath-
letic personnel. Though the grade-giving is officially in her discretion, she
does not know the extent to which her life and career could be made worse
off by doing something that displeases the athletic program and, perhaps,

158 HALLIE LIBERTO



disqualifies one of their key players from participating in his sporting events.
Due to these considerations, she grants the student permission to take more
time with the assignments.

Now, it is not clear that what is going on in either of these cases is really
promissory release or a change in the terms of a promise. After all, we might
just as easily say that the student has broken his promise, and the professor is
merely refraining from enforcing the consequences that she had previously
stipulated. Further, we might say that there was no promise here in the first
place. The student may have uttered something that sounded like a promise.
However, both he and his professor knew that his real reason for keeping his
word was the potential penalty. However, let us just stipulate that the profes-
sor granted the initial extension by soliciting a real promise from the student,
and she made it clear to him that she was holding him accountable to his
word. Let us also say that the student comes to ask, not just for an extension,
but for release from the promise.

This might seem unusual; however, people often make or solicit real moral
promises in realms where normally people are motivated by contractual obli-
gations, penalties, and poor marketing outcomes (e.g., bad online reviews by
customers). There are no laws that regulate what my mechanic can charge
me for his time. It is also very hard to ascertain the real value of his work—
meaning that there is a broad range of defensible prices that he could attach
to it. He is, at most, deterred from charging me more than he charges his
other, savvier customers by the thought of losing my business, if I ever do the
research of finding out what the service should have cost. He knows that I
am unlikely to do this research.

However, there is a moment when I come to pick up my car, right before
my mechanic lists the items and services that he is about to figure into the
amount that he will charge me. When I ask him to pause, right then, and to
promise me that he really is giving me a fair price for the work he has done
on my car (because I will not be able to judge), I am changing the context in
which we settle on a price. He then considers what is fair. He wants to
answer, “yes, I promise” to me, and he also wants to be a man of his word.
Perhaps he always had an obligation to reflect on what is truly a fair price
and charge me only that. However, I solicit a promise from him (much like a
professor who solicits a promise from her student) to add a moral dimension
to someone’s thinking on an issue, when it might otherwise be forgotten in a
business or professional setting. For this reason, some of the real promises
that people make to each other in the personal realm do have correlates in
the professional realm.

In what follows, I make claims about how the authority accounts of prom-
issory obligation can handle cases of these three types of release-seeking and
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securing: (i) exploiting a promisee’s interest in your own interest satisfaction;
(ii) exploiting a promisee’s desire not to be a burden; (iii) exploiting a promis-
ee’s constrained alternatives. Of course, there might be different cases of
exploitative release-seeking that deserve a different analysis. However, I think
that the shared feature of these three types of exploitative release-seeking is
this: that the promisor seeks release by itself makes it optimal (or seem optimal) for the

promisee to grant release. I suspect that this feature will be present in any case of
wrongfully exploitative release-seeking. It is the feature of a promise that
makes a promisee vulnerable to exploitative release-seeking. (Though, this
vulnerability does not mean that any release that the promisor achieves will
be exploitative—more on that in the next section.) It seems to me like any
other advantage that a promisor could take over a promisee would be by
explicitly or implicitly invoking a threat—small or large. However, I am cer-
tainly happy to add the caveat that, if there are other types of wrongfully
exploitative instances of release-seeking that do not involve this feature, then
the conclusions that I draw about this case will not apply to those other
types.

For the authority model, the act of securing release from a promisee,
when it is done in the first exploitative way (e.g., Case C), might indicate that
the promise itself was lacking something—that it perhaps was a pseudo-
promise. Making a promise, on these views, amounts to putting authority
into the hands of the promisee—authority characterized by being the decid-
er, having the promisor be accountable to the promise and the promisee’s
decision (Shriffin 2008, Owens 2012). Now, when you exploit your mother’s
interest in your own interests being satisfied, then you take advantage of the
fact that she will decide whatever is decided by you, the promisor. She will
release you from the promise if you decide to seek release. If her will follows
your will, and this is a common feature of your relationship and one that
motivates your recurrent release-seeking from the promises that you make to
her, then it is tempting to say that these utterances that sound like promises
are not actually promises.

Of course, a feature of my example was that you, the promisor, did intend
to keep the promise if release was not given. You could be holding yourself
accountable to your mother—and you might well be guided by her discre-
tion—even if you know that she will decide whatever you want her to decide
pertaining to the promissory content. It seems that she really has the authori-
ty of a promisee, in just the ways described by champions of the authority
account, but it is useless to her so long as her own discretion is guided by
your own. That is, she has no benefit from your promises since she will
release you whenever you want to be released.
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Here is a more extreme example: Imagine that a different parent of an
adult child, unlike the one in the example. This father regularly solicits
promises from his son that his son will do this, that, and the other thing. He
always happily releases his son from the promises, when asked, and makes a
show of his beneficence. What he likes is having his son come seek permission

from him—like when his son was a boy. Imagine that the son keeps making
these promises, largely because he knows how the system works. He knows
his father will release him from them. However, if there came a time when
his father did not release him from a promise, he would certainly keep the
promise. He does take them to be promises, after all, and takes himself to
incur obligations. He might just be unwilling to make future promises, if the
pattern changed in this way.

It seems to me that this is a type of play—a method by which an adult son
humors his father. If these are real acts of promising, then they are very
strange ones, especially if the father and son both know that these promises
would never be made if the son did not expect to be able to use his own
deliberations to determine the course of his actions. These seem to me to be
pseudo-promises. The very nature of the vulnerability experienced by your
mother, in that she has an interest in your own interest-satisfaction, results in
a strange and circular type of authority relationship between the two of you.

The second and third types of exploitative release are ones in which either
the promisee’s own attitudes or feelings (e.g., not wanting to be a burden)
constrain her alternatives to releasing the promisor, or social or professional
norms constrain her alternatives to releasing the promisor. These are real
promises on the authority account, insofar as the promisor grants the promis-
ee discretion over whether the promisor will perform the content of the
promise. Further, even in seeking release from the promise—release the
promisor can be fairly certain he will receive—he still allows the promisee to
decide. The promisee releases the promisor in these situations, taking into
account the negative features attached to her alternatives. For instance, there
are emotional consequences of doing otherwise—ones that are triggered by
her own disposition. There are social costs to doing otherwise—features of
her social or professional world. In either case, the features of her circum-
stance that constrain her alternatives are not introduced by the promisor;
they are simply wielded to the promisor’s advantage. Hence, on the authority
model, the release is legitimate. The exploited promisee is a victim, but not
of promise-breaking.

Even though the promisor can successfully gain release from his promise
through exploitation, he does not (or should not) gain much, in the end. If
even part of his motivation for seeking release is to avoid moral-wrongdoing,
then he fails in this objective. He is guilty of the wrong of exploitation. Of
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course, his motivation might be prudential—to retain a friendly or profes-
sional bond of trust between himself and his promisee—and one that will
allow his life to continue as normal. However, the victim of exploitation has
as much reason to adjust downward her trust in the promisor as she would
have had if the promise had been broken. She should be able to recognize
the role that her own vulnerability played in the promissory release—some-
thing he could use again to his own advantage. When promisees do manage
to maintain their interpersonal bonds despite their exploitative behavior, it is
often because their promisees do not recognize (or want to recognize) that
their vulnerability has been used unfairly to their promisor’s advantage. It is
for this reason that exploitative release-seeking and securing is sometimes a
successful strategy prudentially, even if it is never a successful strategy
morally.

4. CONCLUSIONS

In this paper I have defended the claim that the act of seeking and securing
release from promissory obligation can sometimes amount to an exploitative
agreements. The exploitation arises when a promisor makes use of a vulnera-
bility experienced by the promisee to either: (1) obtain release too often from
the same promise, making that person shoulder too much of the burden of
one’s over-commitments; or (2) to secure release from a promisee without
negotiating to a fair compensatory arrangement.

I then described two broad categories of promissory obligation and dem-
onstrated how they could handle exploitative seeking and securing of promis-
sory release. I argued that the generated attitudes accounts could not allow for
release that was secured through exploitation and that was also successful.
These theories will have the result that promisors who achieve an agreement
for promissory release in an exploitative way are actually breaking their
promises, not gaining legitimate release.

Next, I examined the role of promissory release on the authority accounts
of promising. Because it was relevant for my analysis, I distinguished exploi-
tation from coercion, and I then suggested that there were three types of vul-
nerability that a promisor might exploit in seeking release: (i) the promisee’s
interest in the promisor’s interests being satisfied; (ii) the promisee’s desire
not be a burden on the promisor; and (iii) the promisee’s social or profession-
al circumstances that might constrain her alternatives to giving release. I con-
cluded that the authority account would have to consider all of these types of
release legitimate. However, (i) might be an indicator that the promise itself
was somehow compromised.
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Before closing, I would like to offer some thoughts on what we might do
to avoid exploiting our promisees in situations in which they are vulnerable
to us in one of these ways. I argue that there are three ways that we can
achieve this:

The Promise-Keeping Approach: We can keep our promises to those who are
vulnerable in these ways and, if we have a choice, save our release-seeking
for the promisee’s in our lives who are not vulnerable to us in these ways—
who will demand more in the way of compensation and who will give us a
harder time for over-committing ourselves.

The Gift-Asking Approach: Often we ask for release from promises as a pure
gift—the situation that I have described throughout this paper in which you
seek release from your mother is like this. We come to our promisees with
empty hands and ask that they let us off the hook. I believe that if one secures
release from a promisee in this way rarely, and it is understood by both the
promisor and the promisee to be a valuable gift given to the promisor, then
it is not exploitative.

The Compensation Approach: We can renegotiate the terms of a promise in a
way that is as satisfactory to the promisee as was the original content of the
promise. I think that this is the best way of handling a case of seeking promisso-
ry release. We can make sure to require that our promisees propose alternatives
to our promise that really would be just as good for them – that they not make
any sacrifices for our sakes. If we cannot do for them what would be truly com-
pensatory, then we must make sure that we explicitly recognize (and they also
recognize) the difference between the compensatory agreement and the actual
agreement as a gift from them to us—to be treated as special and rare.

The Promise-Breaking Approach: It is sometimes better to break a promise
than to seek and secure release from a promisee in an exploitative way. (Of
course, as mentioned in section 3, promise-breaking can be exploitative as
well.) I just want to point out that it is better to break a promise than to
secure release from someone who one cannot compensate and from whom
one ought not to be asking for gift-release. Promise-breaking results in some
moral residue on the part of the promisor—something that goes onto the
interpersonal track record between the promisor and the promisee. It can
count as a debt of sorts. This is the moral residue to which Judith Thomson
pointed as evidence that two incompatible promises both count as promises.
I think that sometimes we must take on this moral debt.

Now, when I make a promise to meet my graduate student for a final
meeting about his dissertation before departing on a research leave, and real-
ize that I have run out of time and need to spend all of my final hours pre-
paring for my travels (e.g., essential packing) lest I miss my flight, I cannot
truly compensate my graduate student. Internet conversations will not be as
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good as a lengthy in-person meeting, and I will not be back to talk to him in-
person for many months, which is not a good trade for our planned conver-
sation today. I think in this case, I should not ask for a gift-release. I may do
so if this promise was to my mother who loves me and has a role in my life
where it is fitting that she takes my interests as her own interests (and if I
appeal to her in this way rarely). However, it is not fitting that my student be
giving me gifts—even of the moral sort. It is better that I let him know that I
will not keep my promise and that I sincerely apologize. It should go on
record as a broken promise.
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