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TOGETHER IN NEED: RELATIONAL SELFHOOD,
VULNERABILITY TO HARM, AND ENRICHING

ATTACHMENTS

Katharine Wolfe

ABSTRACT: Connections between one’s own welfare and that of others abound if we
pause to look for them, although philosophical theories of selfhood have only very
recently begun to incorporate these connections. This essay draws on recent work
on need to argue that one of the strongest expressions of these connections is to be
found in the relational needs that they can generate. While paying heed to needs
that arise from the relational nature of selfhood at large, this essay pays particular
attention to what I call “transpersonal needs”: needs that occur when one’s experi-
ence of the needs of others gives rise to certain needs of one’s own. I argue that
the best criterion for defining need is vulnerability to harm, but this does not
mean that having a need is something that is purely harmful. Having certain needs
can also enrich one’s life. Further, while every need entails a corresponding vulner-
ability to harm, some of these potential harms are more detrimental to one’s wel-
fare than others, with some relational needs standing among those that can result
in the greatest harm if unanswered.

I did not ask myself, Should I do this? But, How will I do this? Every step of my
childhood had brought me to this crossroad; I must take the right path, or I would
no longer be myself.

Irene Gut Opdyke, In My Hands

I am often asked how I had the strength to stand so firmly, in the face of such risk,
on the side of the persecuted Jews. My answer is that I followed my drive for self-
preservation. If Hitler had already destroyed my country, I wanted to at least keep
my personal world intact.

Helene Jacobs, Rescuers
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Connections between one’s own welfare and that of others abound if we
pause to look for them, although philosophical theories of selfhood have only
very recently begun to incorporate these connections. Experiences as com-
mon as the inability to sleep soundly knowing that someone you care about
is driving home late at night testify to the interconnectedness of human wel-
fare. So too does the feeling of a leap of joy or a burst of energy on learning
of someone else realizing a dream they long pursued or succeeding in a
hard-fought struggle. In fact, many of our strongest and most moving emo-
tions—rage, jealousy, desire, indignation, love, shame, and more—are ones
that are often fueled by the power of our connections to others.1 Beyond
this, the universal fact of being someone’s child marks a substantial intercon-
nectedness to others that all of us share.2 All of these palpable aspects of
interconnection between one’s own embodied experience and that of
another to whom one is bond through care, assistance, and support highlight
the deep-reaching and multi-dimensional nature of our relational ties.

Likewise, while the triggers may be vastly different and the event far from
ordinary, I suspect that many people have probably lived through a time
when an affront to another individual or to a group jeopardized their own
ability to feel at home or at peace in the world. In such an event, one may
find oneself agitated and restless, either unable to go through the ordinary
motions of daily life or carrying out these motions without any sense of
investment in them insofar as one’s concerns lie elsewhere. In some extreme
instances, living on in a world with substantial affronts to the well-being of
others in it can mean losing the very person one feels or understands oneself
to be. In such instances, what is lost is the ability to be oneself in the world as
it takes on this hostile face toward others.

When I try to imagine my life uncoupled from my partner’s, for instance,
my life ceases to be recognizable to me as my life. I know with my whole per-
son that a serious threat to his welfare would be a threat to the formative
ground of my own selfhood. The “becoming undone” of the self, to take a
phrase from Judith Butler’s Undoing Gender (2004a, 1), in a world where the
well-being of another person or another group of people has been

1 Others have also expressed the relational dimension of some of these emotions. Jean-
Paul Sartre, for example, is well-known for his attention to shame as a mode of self-
awareness that has being-for-others as its condition (e.g., 1956, 347–51). Additionally, Judith
Butler speaks poignantly of the relational dimension of certain affects in Precarious Life. She
writes, for instance, that passion, grief, and rage “tear us from ourselves, bind us to others,
transport us, undo us, implicate us in lives that are not our own, irreversibly, if not fatally”
(2004a, 25).

2 Eva Kittay makes this point even more specifically in Love’s Labor (1999, 23) when she
emphasizes that we are all “some mother’s child” and that this fact has important—and often
overlooked—implications for justice and equality.
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jeopardized speaks to the extent to which some of the most deep-seated and
entrenched aspects of personhood are bound to the welfare of others.3

Irene Gut Opdyke and Helene Jacobs, whose words introduce this essay,
are both women who came to the aid of persecuted Jews in various capacities
during the Holocaust. Their responses were utterly courageous and, unfortu-
nately, also utterly extraordinary. The actions of these women as well as
those of other Holocaust rescuers are a beckon of hope in a world that was
and still is profoundly impoverished for having far too few people in it who
are as willing to respond to threats to others at high risk to themselves. Yet
the fundamental and motivating bond both of these extraordinary women
articulate between their own sense of self and the welfare of the Jewish peo-
ple, I want to suggest, is nonetheless exemplary of a common human reality
of deep, self-constituting interconnections between the self and others, many
of which are socially and politically suppressed, and many of which either go
unacknowledged or are actively denied.

These particular illustrations of the deep-seated interconnectedness of
human selfhood, moreover, can also serve to illustrate that one of the strong-
est expressions of the constitutive bonds that tie our selfhood—together with
our welfare—to that of others comes in certain experiences of need. Doing so
entails challenging some ideas about need in philosophical history. It also
requires approaching need through a relational framework.

As Wendy Rogers, Catriona Mackenzie, and Susan Dodds (2012) have
noted, “because we are complex, embodied, social, affective, and intelligent
beings, we have a range of needs which must be met in order to flourish,
from basic needs for nourishment and shelter through to complex social
needs, for example, for friendship and meaningful work” (22). Many social
needs are what I will call “relational needs.” Friendship, among other com-
mon needs such as the need for love and for recognition, is a need that
requires other people to treat us in a particular way. Relational needs are
needs that arise from interconnections between the self and others and speak
to the extent to which fundamental aspects of human well-being have

3 In Undoing Gender, Butler speaks of the becoming undone of the person as the painful, at
times even life-compromising, effect of limitations in social and political recognition of per-
sonhood. Her analysis primarily addresses the implications of these schemes of recognition as
concerns sex and gender. In Precarious Life published the same year, Butler vividly illustrates
the relational nature of both selfhood’s constitution and its potential undoing in describing
death’s impact on other’s who live on. The experience of loss that follows a death, she writes,
may be one in which: “. . . something about who we are is revealed, something that delineates
the ties we have to others, that shows us that these ties constitute what we are. . . . It is not as
if an ‘I’ exists independently over here and then simply losses a ‘you’ over there, especially if
the attachment to ‘you’ is part of what composes who ‘I’ am. If I loss you, under these condi-
tions, then I not only mourn the loss, but I become inscrutable to myself” (2004a, 22).
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relational dimensions. Needs for such things as recognition, love, friendship,
acceptance, respect, and more, number among our fundamental relational
needs. As a general rule, moreover, such needs, by virtue of being relational,
are needs that one cannot meet oneself.4

After considering a few of the important ways in which relational needs
contest some historically-ensconced and still largely conventional ideas sur-
rounding need in this essay, I will lay out some of the principle features of
need understood relationally. I then turn to the examples of relational need
offered by Opdyke’s and Jacobs’ words of testimony as I begin to deepen my
account of this often overlooked, and morally and politically under-
addressed, phenomenon.

I ultimately aim to make the arguments that: (1) The best criterion for
defining need is vulnerability to harm, but this does not mean that having a
need is something that is purely harmful: although every need in the full
sense of the word entails a vulnerability to harm, having certain needs can
enrich one’s life. (2) While every true need entails a corresponding vulner-
ability to harm, some of these potential harms are more integral to one’s wel-
fare than others. Moral and political obligations to meet needs should reflect
this difference. Further, some relational needs are among those that are most
integral to one’s welfare. These relational needs have the strongest claims to
moral and political responsiveness on the part of others. (3) Attention to a
subcategory of relational needs that I call “second persn needs”—needs of
one’s own for the needs of another to be recognized, valued, and
answered—is especially revealing of some of the aspects of relational need
that challenge common assumptions about need and its correlated ethical
obligations.

1. BEGINNING A RELATIONAL APPROACH TO NEED

Need is a part of human experience that has often been under-theorized in
philosophy. While it has played substantial roles in the work of such canon-
ized figures as Plato, Marx, and Freud, need has often been invoked in ways
that take its definition and parameters somewhat for granted. Marx’s work
has some important insights to offer toward the development of a relational
account of need. However, like both Plato and Freud, Marx tends to
employee the term ‘need’ in his writings without fully explaining it. Marx’s

4 This is one feature of relational needs that makes them possible candidates for ethical
and political responsibilities pertaining to others. The importance of addressing questions
concerning the extent of such responsibilities, as well as the specificities of when and how
they might pertain, is worth flagging early on in this discussion, although many such ques-
tions cannot be addressed in the limited scope of this essay.
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“Critique of the Gotha Program” (1994, 317), for example, proclaims:
“From each according to his abilities, to each according to his needs!” Yet
what makes a need what it is goes unaddressed in this piece of writing. Addi-
tionally, Marx and Engels’s The German Ideology (1994) asserts suggestively that
the activity undertaken to produce the means of our subsistence, and thus to
meet our needs, is what begins the movement of history. Further, how the
production of the means of our subsistence occurs determines our mode of
life and, with it, our social relations (107, 115). Yet these rich and suggestive
claims are, again, unsupported by a clear account of need as such.

Plato employs the notion of need in Timaeus, in The Republic, and also in
The Symposium (1997). Considered ontologically, need has often been under-
stood as a form of lack, and one influential instance of this characterization
of need can be found in Plato’s Symposium. In Socrates’ recounting of his dia-
logue with Diotima, it is suggested that need is the power out of which other
forms of longing (such as love and desire) come to be. Need leaves its mark in
the search for something lacking in one’s present state of being, a feature
characteristic of all longing (483; 486–487; 200e–201a, 203a–204c). This
purview of need as a form of lack often gets filled out in an understanding of
need as a wholly negative state that places limitations on both one’s freedom
and one’s capacities. It also grounds the notion of need as a regressive state
in which one seeks to return to an earlier state of fullness through acquiring
an object that would satisfy this lack, and as a marker of some form of priva-
tion or penury.

In addition to being conceived as a state of lack, need has also often been
regarded as a phenomenon with an endogenous basis. Freud’s early thinking
(for example, in Project for a Scientific Psychology [1966], The Interpretation of

Dreams [1995], and “Instincts and Their Vicissitudes” [1957]) is one example
of this tendency in philosophical thought. In his Project for a Scientific Psychology,
Freud describes “the major needs: hunger, respiration, sexuality” as arising
from what he calls endogenous stimuli. Such stimuli are understood to be
both internal and somatic, and a part of “the exigencies of life” (297).

Freud’s association of need with the requisites of a kind of bare self-
preservation and/or with those of an almost instinctual self-defense in Project

for a Scientific Psychology—and thus with interests that precede our relations
with others rather than with interests that are constituted or informed by
these relations—is not merely the passing thought of one early work. Freud
reiterates many of the same ideas in The Interpretation of Dreams. Here, the exi-
gencies of life are what motivate psychic development, despite the nervous
system’s tendency toward inertia, and these exigencies of life are said to first
impress themselves on the organism “in the form of the great physical needs”
(477). These needs must be expressed so that they can come to be satisfied; it
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is toward this end that the child cries, flails, etc. Further, whatever satisfies a
need in the first instance impresses itself into the psyche such that it becomes
the desired object of the need’s satisfaction in subsequent instances. We seek
ever after, in the form of the “wish,” to relive the original experience of
satisfaction.5

Both these historically-sedimented conceptions of need—first, as lack and
second, as fundamentally concerned with isolated, individually-grounded
self-interests—are challenged by relational needs. When our investments of
care in the world and in the particular welfare of others reach so deep into
ourselves that we experience what they commit us to as vital, urgent, and
unable to be ignored without significant harm to ourselves, such attachments
have filled us with relational needs. Relational needs not only illuminate our
investments in the world as persons who care for others and our self-
constitution in the world through our relational ties; they also illuminate that
investments of care can reach so deep that one’s very sense of self can be
shattered by the harm or mistreatment that befalls others. Insofar as the
capacity to experience such relational needs requires a set of investments of
care in the world and in the welfare of others, moreover, such relational
needs are neither originally endogenous nor concerned with any isolatable
self-interests.

What I call “second person needs” are among those relational needs that
offer an especially poignant challenge to conception of needs as purely dele-
terious and as fundamentally self-interested. They are the kind of needs to
which I believe both Irene Gut Opdyke’s and Helene Jacobs’ experiences tes-
tify. Second person needs concern those requisites to our well-being as

5 In “Object Relations in Psychoanalytic Theory,” Jay R. Greenburg and Stephen A.
Mitchell (1983) suggest that although Freud’s later work complicates some elements of this
picture, the overall tendency to begin his psychological account with endogenously deter-
mined drives, rather than with interpersonal relationships, remains constant. Freud’s later
work highlights the psychic import of relationships with caretakers and develops an under-
standing of both the psychic structures of the ego and of the superego as developing out of
these relationships. Yet Freud continues to draw on the model of endogenously-determined
stimuli to explain and define many of the dynamics of these relationships themselves, rather
than rethinking endogenous aspects of his psychology in light of a relational understanding of
the structures of the psyche. The relationship of needs to objects of satisfaction develops from
out of a somatic disturbance into a specific set of relations to particular objects, among which
other people are included. The individual and her needs come first, and social relations
come second, motivated by the organism’s biologically-driven pursuit of satisfaction. To such
effect, Greenberg and Mitchell assert that, for Freud, “the unit of study of psychoanalysis is
the individual” and “the essential aim of the individual is to achieve a state of quiescence, of
freedom from the pressure of endogenously arising stimulation,” that “from the perspective
of content the drives are reducible to two independent sets of needs which arise on the basis
of man’s biological inheritance. . . in no way influenced by the social context,” and, finally,
that “for Freud the object [here, another person] must suit the impulse, while for theorists of
the relational model the impulse is simply one way of relating to the object” (44).
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persons whose welfare is intimately and emphatically connected to the wel-
fare of others and whose selfhood is constitutively informed by enmeshment
in a social world. Second person needs occur when the needs of other’s give
rise to corresponding needs of our own. Second person needs are the needs
of persons who experience themselves as a “you” before being an “I.”6

Many relational needs, moreover, with second person needs among them,
are ambivalent. For many people, the investments of care in the world and
in the welfare of others that give rise to relational needs are an essential fea-
ture of a rich and fulfilling life. In this respect, relational needs defy the
notion of need not only as self-interested but also as, essentially, a form of
lack. They illustrate that a need is something one can be better off, and not
only worse off, for having. In many instances, it is a deeply positive thing to
have relational needs despite the potential harm to which they leave one
exposed. Self-constitutive investments of care, especially pertaining to the
welfare of other people, give one’s life some of its most important and most
invaluable dimensions of meaning.

Eva Kittay’s Love’s Labor (1999) captures something of the enriching poten-
tial I see in relational needs in her writing on relations of dependency. Rela-
tions of dependency are often charged with both strong affectation and with
immense trust, including trust with another’s very life. For these reasons, Kit-
tay writes, “the ties formed by relations of dependency are among the most
important ones we experience.” For care to enter into relationships of
dependency, moreover, “relaxes our own boundaries of self, which makes
way for an emotional bond that is especially potent” (36).7

Understanding and acknowledging the needs of the relationally-informed
and constituted self enriches one’s self-awareness and has meaningful impli-
cations for one’s own self-care.

Beyond this, it also enriches one’s understanding of the other people with
whom we share this world, together with one’s ability to effectively respect
and support their welfare. In becoming more attuned to relational needs, we

6 I take the term ‘second persons’ from the work of Annette Baier. In her essay
“Cartesian Persons” (1981), considered attention to the role of language in childhood devel-
opment carries her to a description of persons as essentially “second persons” (180). Not only
are we “second persons” insofar as personhood arises through a childhood in the care of
others, and insofar as each of us is born new in an old world where our entry has always
been preceded by others; persons are also second persons insofar as we each know ourselves
as a “you” before knowing ourselves as an “I.” Baier explains: “My first concept of myself is
as the referent of ‘you’, spoken by someone whom I will address as ‘you’. . . . The second per-
son, the pronoun of mutual address and recognition, introduces us to the first and third”
(186).

7 Kittay also importantly notes that “these bonds can even transcend those of the human
community and extend to all sentient creatures, especially those that ‘complete’ the caring
relationship by responding to care appropriately” (1999, 36).
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become more able to live positive, fulfilling, and enriching lives as we simul-
taneously become more able to care for others.

Yet while a wholly deleterious conception of need misses the ways in
which having certain needs is an entailment of life-enriching investments of
care, it should not go under-emphasized that any and every need entails vul-
nerability to harm. Nor should it go without note that one’s vulnerabilities to
harm can be violently exploited or unjustly ignored.8 Kittay points out, for
instance, that the special openness to another that occurs in relationships
between a caregiver and a dependent is ambivalent: at the same time that
this openness allows for these relationships to have a unique richness, the
profound emotional investment and the trust placed in another also carries
with it exceptional vulnerability to exploitation and to harm that cannot go
overlooked (1999, 36).

2. THE CRITERION OF VULNERABILITY TO HARM

While I have highlighted certain canonical accounts of need in order to illus-
trate some long-standing tendencies in conceptual work on this topic—tenden-
cies which I believe to also prevail in current, common-place conceptions of
need, significant strides have been made in recent work toward changing the
fundamental assumptions according to which need is understood and subse-
quently acknowledged. G. E. M. Anscombe, Joel Feinburg, Harry Frankfurt,
Wendy Rogers, Catriona Mackenzie, Susan Dodds, and David Wiggins are
among the recent theorists who employ a definition of need hinging on the cri-
terion of vulnerability to harm.9 Vulnerability to harm turns over into real and
present harm in instances where needs go unmet. Wiggins argues that it is the
fact that needs entail such vulnerability to harm that accounts for the special

8 That social and political responsiveness to, and even recognition of, need is not equally
distributed to all persons must also be emphasized. Social and political norms operate to
make certain persons’ needs much more likely to be ones that call forth responsive needs in
others. These norms work to delimit who counts as a part of “our” community and who is
marked as an “outsider” to that community. These norms affect whom one identifies with,
whom one cares for, and whose welfare one does and not does recognize as meaningfully
connected to one’s own. Extending just responsiveness to the needs to all persons requires
expanding the parameters of what counts, socially and politically speaking, as recognizable
human life. Butler (2004a, 32) touches on these themes as they concern the capacity for grief
and our relationship to vulnerability in Precarious Life: “Lives are supported and maintained
differently, and there are radically different ways in which human vulnerability is distributed
across the globe. Certain lives will be highly protected, and the abrogation of their claims to
sanctity will be sufficient to mobilize the forces of war. Other lives will not find such fast and
furious support and will not even qualify as ‘grievable’.”

9 See, e.g., Anscombe’s “Modern Moral Philosophy” (1958), Feinberg’s Social Philosophy
(1973), Wiggin’s “Claims of Need” (1987), Frankfurt’s “Necessity and Desire” (1998), and
Rogers, Mackenzie, and Dodds “Why Bioethics Needs a Concept of Vulnerability” (2012).
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ethical and political obligations they often carry. While some needs can go
unmet without compromising the flourishing of the person who experiences
them, many cannot. Wiggins together with Rogers, Mackenzie, and Dodds
are among those who argue that it is this later group of needs—called “vital
needs” by them—that carry the strongest moral and political responsibilities
(Wiggins 1987a, 17; 2005, 13; Rogers et al. 2012, 22).

The harm criterion offers a very valuable alternative to philosophical con-
ceptions of need as lack. It also defies alignment with isolated, nonrelational
conceptions of both selfhood and well-being. Using the criterion of vulner-
ability to harm as a way of defining need works to distinguish need from
desire, to unveil the basis for the special ethical and political status of certain
needs, and, ultimately, to identify the satisfaction of certain relational needs
as integral to human welfare. Further, when the criterion for determining
which needs are vital to one’s welfare is the degree and the kind of harm that
will result if they go unsatisfied, many relational needs can be shown to figure
among our most vital needs, and thus among those needs carrying the
strongest moral and political obligations. Insofar as vulnerability to harm is
an objective component of need that can be recognized and assessed by
others, using this criterion to determine what counts as a need is also helpful
in connecting first-person experiences of need to ethical and political
responsibilities.

While Wiggins’ treatment of need does not address relational needs per se,
it does provide many important insights that allow for the recognition of rela-
tional needs as genuine needs, with all the moral and political weight this
entails. Thus, it is to Wiggins’ work that I now turn. Wiggins, both independ-
ently and in his work with Sira Dermen, is himself influenced by Anscombe,
Feinburg, and Aristotle. Further, his work has influenced others working on
need and vulnerability, such as Rogers, Mackenzie, and Dodds.10

In “Claims of Need,” the opening essay of Needs, Values, Truth (1987), Wig-
gins argues that employing the criterion of harm to define need allows for an
understanding of need that is adequate to substantiate its ordinary and intui-
tive relevance for questions of justice and entitlement. He begins by confront-
ing the inevitable question of the relationship between need and desire.
Needs, Wiggins insists, carry a “special practical and argumentative force”
and are grossly misunderstood if thought of as a special class of desires (9).
Often, Wiggins suggests, what such an understanding of need as nothing
more than a special kind of desire amounts to is the view that needs are sim-
ply “wants” voiced as demands. Such a view allows needs to be dismissed as
an illegitimate means of appeal to rights and entitlements operating through

10 See Rogers, MacKenzie, and Dodds 2012, 22.
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a kind of subterfuge. Wiggins captures this skeptical attitude toward needs
claims very acutely in quoting a remark exemplary of it made to him in pro-
fessional conversation: “‘Is a need just something you want but aren’t pre-
pared to pay for?” (5). However, Wiggins insightfully points out that the
special force that claims of need carry is implicitly recognized even in such
dismissive remarks. This force must have some basis in the distinctive nature
of needs in contrast to desires. “It would be a sort of word magic,” he writes,
“if so striking a difference as that between ‘want’ and ‘need’ could arise
except from a difference of substance” (6).

What, then, makes a need a need? What way of understanding a need can
capture its “special practical and argumentative force”? According to Wig-
gins, “something that has been insisted upon in most analytical accounts of
needing is that needing is by its nature needing for a purpose” (7). While
Wiggins doesn’t challenge this general point, he argues that it is an overly
wide understanding of what purposes can give rise to “absolute” needs that
allows needs to be conflated with desires. Any desired goal can give rise to
conditions necessary to meet that goal. Such needs are instrumental needs in
Wiggin’s terminology. An instrumental need is one that results from a hypo-
thetical imperative—the need for an axe, for instance, in order to chop a
piece of wood into kindling. Wiggins finds many philosophers (e.g., A. R.
White, Brian Barry, and Antony Flew) reducing all needs to instrumental
needs, and thus effectively reducing them to a subcategory of desires—one
needs an axe, to return to the above example, only insofar as one desires to
chop wood (7n11). Yet such needs, according to Wiggins, are not ones that
truly fit “the meaning of the word” (9). Rather, the only needs that fit the
word’s full meaning are those that arise from the purpose of avoiding harm:
an absolute, noninstrumental need is something that one “cannot get on without”
or that one’s “life will be blighted without” (9).

To capture this relationship to harm, Wiggins proposes the following defi-
nition of need: “a person needs x [absolutely] if and only if . . . he will be
harmed if he goes without x” (14). What a need entails is thus an essential
vulnerability to harm. This essential vulnerability to harm is the necessary
and sufficient condition for determining “absolute” needs on Wiggins’
account. It is in light of this necessary relationship to harm, moreover, that
Wiggins sees need as carrying its distinctive moral and political force (9–10).
Thus, defining need according to the criterion of vulnerability to harm helps
to substantiate the strong intuition that claims of need carry special moral
and political weight.

Many of the needs that I am calling relational needs not only meet the cri-
terion of entailing vulnerability to harm if unsatisfied, but, more specifically,
entail vulnerability to the kind of harm that can utterly devastate one’s life.
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One way to understand relational needs is as the exposed strands of our ties
to others, both in particular and at large. In the grips of some relational
needs, one may feel that one must do x or that one cannot bear y. In such
instances, a relational need is lived as an immediate and urgent motivation
to action or as an immediate and insuppressible intolerance of a certain state
of affairs. To be impeded in acting as one’s needs demand, or to be forced to
bear what one’s needs assert one cannot, may result in extreme forms of
harm. The severity of this harm hinges on the extent to which the need from
whose violation it stems is integral to one’s welfare, including both one’s abil-
ity to feel at home in the world and one’s ability to be oneself in it—two
things that are richly interconnected. Further, the extent to which certain
relational needs register as vital to one’s welfare is something that often
hinges on the degree to which one recognizes—in a holistic and not merely
rational way—the welfare of others as interconnected with one’s own.

3. NEED AND DEPENDENCY

What counts as harm is a matter worthy of discussion, as Wiggins is well
aware, but this does not change the fact that one can draw a sharp and defin-
itive line between need and desire on the basis of the criterion of vulnerabil-
ity to harm (11). Further, Wiggins follows this definition of need with two
valuable points concerning its implications. The first of these points is that
needs are “states of dependency”: we depend on having the objects of our needs
met if we are to avoid harm (16). Here, Wiggins’ takes a cue from Aristotle’s
account of necessity in the Metaphysics. As Wiggins and Dermen emphasize in
their work together, Aristotle deems something necessary or needful if it is a
thing “without which it is impossible to live (as one cannot live without
breathing and nourishment) or without which it is not possible for good to
exist or to come to be or for bad to be discarded or got rid of (as for example,
drinking medicine is necessary so as not to be ill . . .)” (quoted in Wiggins and
Derman 1987, 62–63). It is in such respects that the object of a need is some-
thing upon which we depend.

This point concerning dependency quickly extends to illuminate relational
needs if it is acknowledged that the dependency experienced when in need is
often a dependency on other persons. Dependency on others is just as ines-
capable in each of our lives as is need more broadly. Although the ways in
which both need and dependency figure in each of our lives varies and
changes, the fact that both need and dependency figure in all human life
does not. As Kittay has written, “there are identifiable states of our life his-
tory in which dependency is unavoidable, either for survival or for
flourishing” (1999, 29). These states of our life history include “the

139TOGETHER IN NEED



immaturity of infancy and early childhood, illness and disability that renders
one nonfunctional even in the most accommodating surroundings, and the
fragility of advanced old age” (29). Dependency is a fundamental reality of
human life, and while dependency is deeply affected by social, political, and
material conditions, “dependency for humans is as unavoidable as birth and
death are for all living organisms” (29).

The realities of both need and dependency are in tension with accounts of
personhood that begin with the premise that persons are self-standing moral
agents. Yet these realities are readily accommodated in accounts of person-
hood that are connection-based. Further, as Sarah Miller has noted, “how
we do or do not care for one another in our shared moments of dependence
marks a matter of great moral importance” (2005, 140). Highlighting the
essential connection between need and dependency is thus important in
bringing to light the moral and political relevance of relational needs.11

4. THE UNIQUENESS OF ABSOLUTE NEEDS

A second insight of Wiggins’ is worth noting. As previously mentioned, Wig-
gins stresses that where need is understood on the basis of the criterion of
harm, needs are often nongeneral, nonuniversal, and nonbasic in the sense
that they are not determined by hard and fast “laws of nature, unalterable
and invariable environmental facts, or facts about human constitution”
(1987, 15). Needs can be individual, particular, and circumstantial and yet
no less urgent, emphatic, or dire for it. Wiggins invokes Shakespeare’s King

Lear in illustration of this point (20n22). There is no universal or general
human need to have a hundred knights in one’s service, but in Lear’s partic-
ular situation as one who has abdicated the throne and no longer has a
home of his own, to forego this retinue of knights was to leave himself highly
susceptible to harm:

Goneril: What need to five and twenty, ten, or five,/To follow in a house where
twice so many/Have command to tend you?
Regan: What need one?
Lear: O, reason not the need; our basest beggars/Are in the poorest things superflu-
ous:/Allow not nature more than nature needs,/Man’s life’s as cheap as beast’s.”
(Shakespeare 1911, 1070; Act II, Scene IV: 265–70)12

11 Additionally, insofar as needs produce dependencies and do not merely result from
them, the phenomenon of need bespeaks a way in which one can be dependent without nec-
essarily being passive for it. Our will and agency contribute in complex ways to the needs of
the relationally-informed and constituted self and, likewise, contribute in complex ways to
our corresponding dependencies.

12 Wiggins quotes the last two lines from the play.
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Shakespeare’s words ironically illuminate that a reductive approach to need
which seeks to locate it in only the barest necessities of human life ultimately
fails to locate need at all. Wiggins’ according suggestion is that it is only in
recognizing and acknowledging those genuine needs that are not dictated by
our bare existence that one can adequately appreciate, answer, and respect
Lear’s unwillingness to part with his retinue of knights.

Using the criterion of vulnerability to harm to define need not only has
the potential to capture a crucial reason why claims of need matter ethically
and politically in ways that desires do not, but also allows for the recognition
of real and genuine needs that are neither universal nor innate. Allowing
that human needs can be unique, particular, and shifting is necessary to the
recognition of relational needs. Moreover, the special political and moral
force Wiggins sees in claims of need is not clearly connected to their being
either objective or universal. Unique, particular, and circumstantial needs
can have just as far-reaching moral and political implications and be just as
integral to one’s welfare, as supposedly objective or universal ones. The crite-
rion of liability to harm, as Wiggins and Derman note, is not one that neces-
sitates that needs are any less “subjective” than desires (1987, 65).

Furthermore, if vulnerability to harm is the criterion for determining need,
there is no reason for a need to have an endogenous basis. Identifying need by
the criterion of vulnerability to harm allows us to recognize that some rela-
tional needs can be as fundamental to one’s welfare as the need for food and
shelter. It seems worth devoting some time to illustrating this point, as it is one
that many prevailing notions of autonomy cover over. It is also a notion that
contradicts normative priority schemes that position universal, physiological
needs—such as that for food and water—as the most dire of all human needs.

To be sure, in circumstances where food and water are scarce, or where
one’s life is clearly in danger, biological needs such as the need for food or
water are extremely forceful. They can have an immense impact on one’s
feelings, one’s actions, and on the shape of one’s daily life (especially if this
scarcity is a constant), but they do not always have this emphatic force or
even general priority. Due, for one, to the material privileges allowed some
at the expense of many others, the capacity to satisfy basic needs with relative
ease allows for the capacity to defer them. In such circumstances, the dimen-
sions of one’s existence in the world that extend beyond one’s biological life
often take precedence. Examples of this are surprisingly common: we are
capable of staying up all night when we so desire or when other commit-
ments such as work demand our time; we often eat in accordance with our
taste or our feelings rather than in accordance with the kind of nourishment
our body seeks; and we can push ourselves physically to the point of injury
despite the warning signs our body gives us to stop.
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Further, while fundamental requirements for human life such as food, water,
and shelter cannot be ignored, even these most basic needs are affected by social
relations. Karl Marx’s attention to the social labor processes that play a hand in
allowing us to obtain the material goods necessary to meet even our most basic
needs, such as those of thirst and of hunger, helps to show that even these needs
are not static. In his Grundrisse (1973, 192), for instance, Marx argues that there
are different kinds of hunger satisfied by different kinds of food: “Hunger is hun-
ger, but the hunger gratified with cooked meat eaten with a knife and fork is a
different hunger from that which bolts down raw meat with the aid of hand, nail
and tooth.” What and how we eat, when and how we sleep, if we reproduce
and in what relationships, and more, are at once activities driven by some of our
most basic needs and, at the same time, some of the most dynamic, socially-
informed elements of our existence. Further, immanent within every need is
some evaluation of a preferred mode of satisfaction. This evaluative and
dynamic feature of need is a crucial part of what throws us into the world as
actors and producers. Accordingly, any account of need that restricts legitimate
need to a-particular, universal, and inert biological necessities would fail to rec-
ognize even our most basic physiological needs.

Additionally, relational needs can carry an equal or greater emphatic force in
certain instances than even one’s most fundamental physiological needs; it is not
just desires that can trump our basic needs, but other kinds of needs. When a politi-
cal prisoner elects to undertake a hunger strike, forgoing food at great expense to
her personal health in order to make a political statement, that prisoner may be
understood to be privileging social and political needs concerning both oneself
and others above those of her own body. Additionally, when any parent puts her
own physical welfare at risk to protect that of her children, she privileges relational
needs over isolated physiological ones. What these examples illustrate is that our
most dire needs are not always physiological ones. Needs concerned with the wel-
fare of a larger social group or other particular individuals to whom we are inti-
mately bonded can have equal or greater force in certain circumstances. It is fairly
commonly accepted that there are some political and moral obligations to meet
fundamental physiological human needs—at least as they pertain to members of
one’s own society, but it is much less commonly accepted that social and relational
needs should be granted the same moral and political weight. Assessing claims of
need on the basis of the extent to which meeting them is vital to one’s welfare,
rather than on their universality, challenges this position.

5. VULNERABILITY AND NEED AMBIVALENCES

Using the criterion of vulnerability to harm to define need is also easily com-
patible with stressing that needs (and, particularly, needs that result from
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investments of care in the world) are not merely reducible to liabilities to
harm, but can also be a positive and enriching aspect of human life. After all,
a need that is met, following the criterion of liability to harm, does not cease
to be a real need by virtue of its satisfaction. As Wiggins’ himself aptly points
out, “all sorts of things that I already have are things that I need” (1987,
6n9). Soran Reader makes a simpler point concerning need in “The Other
Side of Agency.” She writes: “Having needs . . . is the normal condition of
every contingent being in the universe.” One is made “passive, helpless, or
vulnerable” by one’s needs only when they become occurent—that is, when
they are unmet (2007, 599).

Many second person needs, as well as other needs such as the need for
friendship, love, acceptance, respect, and more, are needs that it is a very
good thing both to have and, equally, to have satisfied. Opdyke’s and Jacobs’
sense of the deep-reading connections between their own welfare and that of
the persecuted Jews are not harmful in and of themselves, although they led
both women to act in ways that exposed them to great harm; rather, these
bonds are positively enriching. Second person needs such as these open one
to harm when the welfare of others to whom one’s own welfare is tied is vio-
lated or under threat and when these relational needs are not recognized as
giving rise to political and moral obligations for their own satisfaction. Yet
there is nothing fundamentally harmful or privative about the needs
themselves.

If vulnerability to harm is the criterion for determining need, then we can
have needs that are very real without anything lacking in our current condi-
tions just insofar as we can identify real vulnerabilities to harm in our lives
without any immediate threat of these vulnerabilities passing over into real
and present harm. In this way, defining need on the basis of a relationship it
bears to harm challenges the long-standing tendency toward understanding
need as bearing an essential relationship to lack, whereby one is thought to
only need that which one lacks, and need is accordingly understood as only
detractive from well-being. That there is a life-enhancing dimension to cer-
tain relational needs, however, does not make these needs any less deserving
of ethical and political attention or any less issues of concern from the per-
spective of social justice. These needs can at one time be deeply enriching
and entail substantial vulnerabilities to harm if unanswered.

6. SECOND PERSON NEEDS, INTERDEPENDENT WELFARE,
AND ETHICAL RESPONSIBILITY

A powerful and important subcategory among relational needs, as I have sug-
gested above, are second person needs. Second person needs occur when one’s
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experience of the needs of others gives rise to certain needs of one’s own. Many
second person needs arise when our own investments of care in the world meet
with the needs of others in such a way that answering to these needs is lived as
urgent and imperative for one’s own sense of well-being and, sometimes, as
urgent and imperative for maintaining one’s very sense of self. In such instances,
we experience another’s state of need as one that we ourselves cannot tolerate or
endure. This gives rise to our own dire need for a change to that person’s condi-
tion. In this way, second person needs reveal our dependency upon those whose
welfare is often also dependent on our own.

Opdkye and Jacobs both articulate a strong and guiding sense that main-
taining their own sense of self in the face of the persecution of the Jewish peo-
ple during the Holocaust necessitated aiding the Jews. Their experiences are
exemplary of emphatic, second person needs. While one might hear Jacobs’
assertion that it was her “drive for self-preservation” that gave her the
strength to aid the Jews as self-effacing, I hear it as attuned to the self-
constitutive and often under-acknowledged roles that relations to others ines-
capably play in one’s life (1992, 150). It attests to her very real and genuine
needs for others to be treated in a particular way to which these relations can
give rise. In a world that sets self-determination and dependency at odds and
lauds self-determination while belittling dependency as a form of weakness
or shortcoming, it is possible to be alienated from the fundamental human
reality of interdependent welfare or to develop a willful desire to disavow it.
Accordingly, the self-awareness both Opdyke and Jacobs show in their words
of testimony, as well as that which they showed in their actions, is all
too rare.

Pierre Sauvage, born in the French village of Le Chambon where many
Jewish people were sheltered during the Holocaust, troubles the tendency to
portray the rescuers as “selfless” for reasons that accord with the relational
dimensions of selfhood that both Opdyke’s and Jacobs’ reflections illuminate.
“The adjective ‘selfless’,” he writes, “. . . precludes any understanding of the
people it is misleadingly used to praise.” For Sauvage, describing the rescuers
in this way is “dangerous and must be jettisoned.” In his thinking, “Hitler
and Eichmann suffered from what could be called a particularly dreadful
form of ‘selflessness’, but that could not be said of the people of Le
Chambon.” Rather, he suggests that “the people of Le Chambon and else-
where had a very secure, very anchored sense of self, a spontaneous access to
the core of their being, that resulted in a natural and irresistible proclivity to
see the truth and act upon it” (1986, 138). Moreover, showing a sensitivity to
the interpersonal nature of selfhood, he emphasizes that one lesson to be
learned from Holocaust rescuers such as Opdyke and Jacobs is that “to care
about other people is also to care about yourself” (141).
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Opdyke and Jacobs are not alone among the Holocaust rescuers in mak-
ing assertions that reveal a poignant sense of interconnectedness between
their own welfare and that of others. Other rescuers also speak of the needs
of others giving rise to needs of their own need to extend aid. For instance, in
an interview with Gay Block and Malka Drucker published in Rescuers (1992),
Johannes Devries recounted a conversation that occurred between himself
and his wife before the two decided to take Sholomo Harrington into their
home: “We talked for some time,” recounts Devries, “but we decided,
‘When you would close the door on someone like that and you heard later
that he was destroyed, how would you feel the rest of your life?’ I think I
would be destroyed myself” (22). Less directly, in her interview with Block
and Drucker, Liliane Gaffney offers, as an answer to the question of why one
would have chosen to aid the Jews when it put one’s own life at risk, that in
the time of the Holocaust “if you didn’t live for others as well as yourself it
wasn’t worth living. To be human we need each other” (97).

7. SECOND PERSON NEEDS, JUSTICE, AND BENEVOLENCE

It is a common tendency in philosophy to draw a sharp line between self-
interested action and action that is other-oriented. Yet, in Dependent Rational

Animals (1999, 119), Alasdair MacIntryre notes that what such a division
ignores are “those types of activity in which the goods to be achieved are nei-
ther mine-rather-than-others’ nor others’-rather-than-mine, but instead are
goods that can only be mine insofar as they are also those of others.”
Acknowledging such goods requires acknowledging our own dependency on
others. Acknowledging dependency not only allows for recognizing that pro-
tecting and defending the welfare of another can be essential to protecting
and defending one’s own welfare, but also for reconfiguring acts of benevo-
lence according to MacIntryre. When such acts are concerned with goods
that are my goods just insofar as they are those of others, another person’s
need is not an occasion for “reassur[ing] ourselves about our own goodwill”
(119). Accordingly, the particular relationship that the other person—
whether a stranger, a family member, or a member of one’s community—
bears to me cannot be generalized or abstracted away.

Furthermore, acting in the protection, defense, or pursuit of goods that
are one’s own just insofar as they are those of others is both benevolent and
ethical according to MacIntyre. Neither the benevolence nor the ethical
quality of an act is fundamentally compromised by its being connected to
one’s own self-care. Recognizing this requires introducing a set of virtues
usually left out of philosophical accounts. MacIntyre calls these virtues “the
virtues of acknowledged dependence” (120). An instance of acting according
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to such virtues occurs when “someone gives to another in significant need
ungrudgingly, from a regard for the other as a human being in need, because
it is the minimum owed to the other, and because in relieving the other’s dis-
tress I relieve my distress at his or her distress” (121). In so doing, one dem-
onstrates what MacIntyre calls the virtue of “just generosity”: justice is
present in this action insofar as what is given is something that is owed on the
basis of the need itself, yet for this very reason what is owed cannot be pro-
portioned out in accordance with something that has been given me and
exceeds any calculus of what is proportionally due.

Moreover, such an act exemplifies an “attentive and affectionate regard”
for the other in need (122). Just generosity, for MacIntyre, requires this
regard for the other. In MacIntyre’s example, it is the distress felt on one’s
own part due to the distress of another that reveals the kind of affective
regard for the welfare of another necessary to make this particular act an eth-
ical act. A similar sentiment always indicates the presence of a second person
need for someone else to be treated in a particular way, a need that both illu-
minates the intertwining of another’s good and one’s own and renders this
intertwining affectively lived. It is this kind of sentiment to which many of the
Holocaust rescuers testify: a form of felt bond that is at one time a vulnerabil-
ity to harm and the mark of a rich ethical capacity.

MacIntyre follows Aquinas in calling this distress misericordia. He notes
that, while this form of feeling may arise in response to the needs of those in
our family or in our larger community, “to direct the virtue of misericordia

toward others is to extend one’s communal relationships so as to include
those others within those relationships” (125–26). Misericordia, commonly
translated reductively as “pity,” is a felt bond between our own welfare and
that of another that can extend our affective affinities to those to whom they
have not previously reached.

To understand this lived bond as bespeaking second person, relational
needs gives to it not only ethical import as a sentiment arising from a genuine
acknowledgment of our own interdependencies (which it is ethically and
politically important to work to foster) but also allows that there may be ethi-
cal and political obligations that extend to answering to the distress of those
who experience distress over the distress of others. It also allows recognition
of the deep and egregious harm that can be done when acts of violence look
to target the form of vulnerability that lies in these bonds and to thus target
the emphatic and urgent needs, tied to the needs of others, to which it gives
rise. A consideration of our relational needs, and of our second person needs
among them, can illuminate just how deep our investments of care in the
world and our relations to others run and how much they matter to our wel-
fare. Ultimately, moreover, an understanding of and attunement to the needs
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of the relational self better enables us to recognize certain forms of harm that
might otherwise go overlooked or underestimated and to mitigate or prevent
these harms.
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