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On Children

Your children are not your children.
They are the sons and daughters of Life’s longing for itself.
They come through you but not from you,
And though they are with you yet they belong not to you.

You may give them your love but not your thoughts,
For they have their own thoughts.
You may house their bodies but not their souls,
For their souls dwell in the house of tomorrow,
which you cannot visit, not even in your dreams.
You may strive to be like them,
but seek not to make them like you.
For life goes not backward nor tarries with yesterday.

You are the bows from which your children
as living arrows are sent forth.
The archer sees the mark upon the path of the infinite,
and He bends you with His might
that His arrows may go swift and far.
Let your bending in the archer’s hand be for gladness;
For even as He loves the arrow that flies,
so He loves also the bow that is stable.

— Kahlil Gibran
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PrefaCe

This book offers an account of why families are valuable. Or rather, since some 
families are, alas, dreadful, it offers an account of why “the family” is valuable— 
why it is generally a good thing that children are raised by parents. Some may 
regard this as a pointless exercise. Even to ask such a fundamental question 
may seem to betray not merely an ignorance of evolutionary biology but a kind 
of emotional blindness, an insensitivity to the stuff of human relationships, a 
deafness to the strains of love.

There is something right about that response. Our account will indeed ap-
peal to some rather elementary observations about the value of intimate lov-
ing relationships within the family. Where some, most famously Plato, have 
argued for the superiority of collective child- rearing institutions, we will come 
down on the side of the conventional wisdom— and the wisdom of the ages— 
rejecting this and related suggestions as failing to understand the very special 
things that parents and children can do for one another.1 But, traditional and 
reassuring though our views may be in that respect, we are confident that read-
ers will find much of what follows rather more disconcerting.

Identifying the proper content of “family values” is, for us, the first step 
toward working out a normative theory of the family. Only by thinking care-
fully about why it is good for children to be raised by parents, and good for 
parents to raise children, can we derive a satisfying and appropriately detailed 
understanding of the morality of family life. We want to know what parents 
should be required to do for their children, what they should be permitted but 
not required to do for their children, what rights (if any) they have to exercise 
control over their children’s upbringing, what rights (if any) those children 
have to be treated (or not to be treated) in certain ways, and so on. These are 
questions of moral and political philosophy— questions about the proper di-
vision of responsibility for child rearing as between parents and society. The 
state decides what parents should be free to do to, with, and for their children; 
indeed, it sometimes decides who should be permitted to become parents in 
the first place. We set out a theory that aims to guide the state in its delibera-
tions. In a democracy, it is the citizenry who determine how the state acts, 
so another way of putting this is to say that our theory aims to guide us in 
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our deliberations as citizens. Moreover, since we believe that reasons of state 
are essentially continuous with reasons that apply to people in their personal 
lives, that theory can also guide individual parents in their day- to- day deal-
ings with their children.

It is here that our approach will reveal its true colors. Our analysis of the 
family’s value focuses on the goods distinctively made possible by familial rela-
tionships; that’s why we call it the “relationship goods” account. But if it is the 
relationships— and the good things that they produce— that are valuable, then 
our answer to these normative questions must focus very specifically on the 
content of those relationships, and on the conditions necessary for the goods to 
be realized by those engaging in them. This leads to some rather controversial 
conclusions. We will argue, for example, that parents are not required to pursue 
their children’s “best interests,” that they have no right to confer their wealth 
on their children, and that they have only very limited rights to transmit their 
values or religious convictions to their children. Indeed, our account of “family 
values” lends little support to the normativity of the two- parent heterosexual 
family, nor does it imply that adults have a fundamental right to parent their 
biological children.

For some readers, these conclusions will be enough to put us firmly among 
the forces of darkness, and immediately reveal as disingenuous our attempt, in 
our title, to present ourselves as articulators and defenders of “family values.” 
To suggest that the state may properly regulate parent- child interactions so as 
to restrict parents’ freedom to educate (or not to educate) their children as they 
wish, or may significantly limit parents’ freedom to transmit values or prop-
erty to their children, is already to deny the status of “the family” as a private 
institution that should be immune from political interference. And to entertain 
the possibility that “family values” can be realized in single- parent families or 
by same- sex parents, or without regard to the biological connection between 
parents and children, is to miss those features of the family that explain quite 
why it is such an important social institution— and why it is in such a state of 
crisis. For traditional advocates of “family values,” we will doubtless seem to be 
more the problem than the solution. With friends like us, it might be thought, 
the family hardly needs enemies.

We hope that those inclined to this attitude will bear with us. It’s true that 
our use of “family values” represents an attempt to rescue that term from its tra-
ditional context and significance, to outline an account of those values that sits 
more easily with other, liberal and egalitarian, commitments. But our theory 
really is a theory about why families are valuable. And we share with conserva-
tives a sense that familial relationships have sometimes been undervalued by 
those committed to a progressive or leftist political agenda.
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Whether or not one thinks the family is in crisis, the little we have said so 
far is already enough to show that “the family” is. Those words mean different 
things to different people; the content of the concept varies across the disputants 
in this particular battle in the culture wars. Must a family include children, or 
can a childless couple constitute a family? Must the children in a family be bio-
logically connected to “their” parents? The term “parent” is similarly contested. 
For some, a parent just is a child’s biological progenitor; for others, that term re-
fers more properly to the person who “parents” the child, the person who does 
the “parenting,” irrespective of biological connection. This variation in usage 
reflects the fact that we are living through huge changes in the way we under-
stand, and experience, the relationships between children and the adults who 
create and/or raise them. Developments in reproductive technology have forced 
a rethinking of the boundary between the “natural” and the “social”— we now 
face and make procreative choices in contexts where until recently we simply 
faced the givens of nature. (A child can now have several biological parents— as 
well as being “parented” by an indeterminate number of adults.)2 Social trends 
such as the growth of divorce, single parenthood, and same- sex relationships 
have similarly challenged long- held assumptions and raised deep questions 
about what families are and why exactly we should care about them.

For us, this flux, and the conceptual confusion it generates, call for the philo-
sophical enterprise undertaken here: a fundamental, “back- to- basics,” analysis 
of the values at stake in the raising of children, and an investigation of the in-
stitutions and practices that those values justify. Still, some readers may be so 
hostile to our account that they are not willing to accept it as an account of “the 
family” at all,3 so it may be helpful to say something about our method, and to 
explain why, despite its being so far removed from much existing familial prac-
tice, we nonetheless present what we offer as a defense of the family— as an ar-
ticulation of “family values properly understood.” Our project is the construc-
tion, from first principles or elementary considerations of value, of a theory 
about the best way for the raising of children to be organized. Social institutions 
are justified mainly by their tendency to promote, and to distribute in a just 
way, well- being, where “well- being” includes all the things that make people’s 
lives go well. So the basic question is this: what arrangements for the raising 
of children tend to make people’s lives go well? We are interested not only in 
what is good for children, though their interests are surely very important, but 
also in what is good for adults, both parents themselves and those who are not 
themselves involved in the raising of children.

It should be clear how, conceptually speaking, the answer to that question 
might not be “the family” at all. It might not be good that children should be raised 
by a small number of particular adults. Perhaps more collective child- rearing  
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arrangements would raise children to be happier, more productive, and more 
altruistic adults. If it is good that children be raised by a small number of adults, 
it might be bad that those adults should have much discretion over how the 
children are raised. Perhaps a common regime for child rearing, executed by 
particular adults but decided collectively by the community as a whole, would 
make for more well- being, or for its fairer distribution.

We regard what we offer as a defense of “the family,” rather than as an argu-
ment against it, because our answer to the question of how the raising of chil-
dren should be organized is an institution that is rather similar to the family as 
that is conventionally understood. We argue that intimate but authoritative re-
lationships between children and a small number of particular adults, relation-
ships in which the adults have considerable discretion over the details of how 
the children are raised, is the best arrangement for raising children, taking into 
account all the interests at stake. We derive something that closely resembles 
the conventional family from first principles, by arguing that it is the arrange-
ment for raising children that is most conducive to making human beings’ lives 
go well. But close resemblance is not identity. The arrangement that does most 
for well- being departs in significant respects from conventional conceptions 
of the family. The extent to which parents may exercise discretion over their 
children’s lives is considerably smaller, and the ways in which they may act to 
promote their children’s interests are considerably more limited. And, perhaps 
most controversially, adults have no fundamental right to parent their own bio-
logical children. For us, then, this “back- to- basics” exercise yields complex and 
provocative fruit. It partly defends, and partly challenges, currently dominant 
understandings of the family.

If the family did not exist, it would be necessary to invent it; its invention 
would be morally required. But the family that it would be necessary to invent 
would not be that celebrated by traditionalists. To be sure, it would be a place of 
love, the crucial site of emotional development for children and important also 
for the flourishing of many adults. And we accept the traditional view that the 
parent’s authority over the child is indeed a key feature. The family is properly 
a locus of intimate- yet- authoritative relationships between adults and the chil-
dren they parent.4 But it is also one in which parents’ rights over their children, 
their authority to act on their judgments about how their children’s lives should 
go, are strictly limited, conditional on parents’ discharging their duties to their 
children at quite a high level, and quite properly subject to scrutiny and, where 
necessary, regulation by the state.

The family is a hot, often controversial, topic in many academic disciplines, 
and it is currently high up the political agenda in many countries. Sociologists,  
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bioethicists, analysts of social policy, political scientists, economists, legal schol-
ars, students of gender studies, anthropologists, historians, and policymakers 
all come at the issue with their own perspectives and interests. Although this 
is an exercise in political philosophy, we have tried to write it in a way that is 
accessible to nonspecialists. Hence, in particular, part 1’s attempt to locate the 
family in its philosophical contexts, some of which may seem familiar to— and 
could perhaps be skipped by— those already steeped in liberal or egalitarian 
theory. We believe that this foundational normative enterprise can helpfully 
inform the thinking of those engaging with the family from a range of disci-
plinary perspectives.

Our theory also meshes nicely with recent attempts to develop a “politics of 
well- being”— to move beyond the rather narrow focus on GDP and material 
prosperity that has dominated political and economic thinking for so long.5 
Happiness is not everything, by any means, but it is certainly something, and 
there is considerable evidence that good relationships make people happy.6 
Parent- child relationships can be crucial components of flourishing for adults, 
and, for children, they can lay (or fail to lay) the foundations for healthy and 
happy relationships as adults. Of course, there are serious questions about 
whether the state can in practice, and may legitimately, promote individual 
well- being, especially in its emotional dimensions. There is something para-
doxical about the idea of harnessing the coercive power of the state in the pur-
suit of better personal relationships, and many are understandably suspicious 
of attempts by politicians to jump on the well- being bandwagon. When the 
UK government adds parenting classes, in some circumstances compulsory 
ones, to its arsenal of policies, there are bound to be fears that the “nanny 
state” has gone too far.7 We hope that our concept of “relationship goods,” 
and our account of what families need to be like in order to realize them, will 
prove useful contributions to these important debates.

Until recently, the normative aspects of the family were primarily explored 
by feminist theorists, nearly all of them women. The focus, for many, was the 
justice (or, rather, the injustice) of gender relationships within the family. The 
way that the conventional domestic division of labor interacts with prevalent 
labor- market practices to produce inequalities of opportunity as between men 
and women, the associated unequal distribution of bargaining power, and 
hence effective freedom of exit, within the household: these were, and still are, 
the stuff of a substantial and important literature in political philosophy.8

We should be clear from the outset, then, that we are interested specifically 
in familial relationships between adults and children. We do not doubt that the 
family as it actually exists has been, and continues to be, a crucial site of gender 
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injustice, but its gendered aspect is not our topic here. The theory we develop 
makes no assumptions about how the job of caring for children is, or should 
be, divided between men and women, nor about how any such division should 
impact on the distribution of goods more generally. Indeed, as we’ve already 
said, our theory does not in itself require that the family should contain two 
parents at all, let alone that they be a man and a woman. The theory might, 
in combination with empirical evidence about child development, have more 
specific implications for family structure, including the gendered division of 
parental labor, but these are derivative; they emerge, if they do, from consider-
ation of what is needed for flourishing parent- child relationships. And even if 
a gendered division of parenting responsibilities is indeed implied, nothing to 
justify gender inequality follows from it.9

Not all feminists present themselves as critics of gender injustice. Some re-
ject the concept of justice itself. For them, the “ethic of justice” is an unhelpful, 
and distinctively male, frame through which to view the obligations that attend 
personal relationships. Even if appropriate to public or political matters, where 
impartiality and objectivity might indeed have a lot going for them, the exten-
sion of “justice” into the domain of such relationships represents an unhelpful, 
and fundamentally alien, intrusion. It would be better to conceptualize that 
domain in terms of an “ethic of care,” which begins in and develops out of the 
lived experience of women’s attachments to the children they mother.10

In focusing on the goods that can be realized in parent- child relationships, 
our theory attempts to combine the insights offered by advocates of an ethic 
of care with an attention to distributive justice that we regard as morally in-
escapable. We seek to incorporate within the distributive paradigm (some of) 
those relationship- based aspects of human well- being that have usually been 
regarded as beyond its ken. Whether the attempt succeeds, whether it is pos-
sible to bring about such a reconciliation without doing injustice to either (or 
both) of the two perspectives, it must of course be for our readers to judge.

We are among the first cohorts of fathers to take on anything approaching 
an equal share of child- care responsibilities, and we detect among our gen-
eration a greater willingness of men to write about the family and parenting. 
We should not overstate the case. Many canonical political theorists had clear 
views about the family, however distasteful or anachronistic those views may 
seem to us now. And, of course, some of the most sensitive writers and theo-
rists about parent- child relationships have been men, such as Winnicott, Bet-
telheim, and Bowlby.11 But it is only relatively recently that significant numbers 
of men have themselves started to play a full role in the day- to- day rearing of 
their children— whether out of a concern for gender justice or an appreciation 



Preface | xv

of the joys of parenting (or both). One side effect of the trend toward the “New 
Fatherhood” is men’s increasing confidence that they can think and write about 
parenting without feeling that they are pronouncing on matters that are funda-
mentally alien to them, or not really their business. We see ourselves as double 
beneficiaries of feminism: personally enabled to play a larger role in raising our 
children, professionally enabled to work in the intellectual space opened up by 
feminist theorists.

There is a real question as to whether recent cultural shifts toward gender- 
neutral parenting— indeed toward the gender- neutral concept of “parent” 
rather than “mother” and “father”— constitute unambiguously positive devel-
opments. Some view them rather as attempting to deny fundamental facts of 
gender difference, some of which are crucially significant for children’s emo-
tional development, and even as the latest (albeit perhaps unconscious) attempt 
by men to dominate women, a colonizing of terrain previously identified as 
distinctively female.12 For the most part, we do indeed frame our discussion 
in gender- neutral terms, reflecting our belief that, relative to current norms, 
women, men, and children would all benefit from a more equal division of 
child care between men and women. Certainly our own lives have been hugely 
enriched by our experience of parenting. We hope that the benefit to us has not 
come at undue, or even any, cost to our children and their mothers.
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Part one

Liberty, Equality, Family



Introduction

The family poses two challenges to any theory of social justice. The egalitar-
ian challenge focuses on the distribution of goods and opportunities between 
children born into different families. We can conceive those goods in a variety 
of ways. Economists tend to focus on expected income over the life- course; 
sociologists investigate chances of social mobility; philosophers typically think 
in more abstract terms such as resources or opportunities for well- being. But 
however we frame or measure the inequality, it is clear that children born into 
different families face unequal prospects.1 Similarly, there is disagreement 
about how much, or what aspects, of that inequality count as unjust. For some, 
all inequalities that are not the result of individuals’ choices are failures of jus-
tice. Others adopt the more conventional view that justice requires equality of 
opportunity in the limited sense that people’s chances of achieving desirable 
jobs should reflect their own merits rather than their family background. But 
whatever the categories, and however radical the conception of social justice, 
the concern that children’s prospects should not be too dependent on their so-
cial origins is familiar. The egalitarian challenge demands an account of why 
families should be permitted to create inequalities between children, and what 
kinds of familial interactions, creating what kinds of inequalities, are indeed 
justified.

The liberal challenge concerns the distribution of freedom and authority be-
tween parents, children, and the state. Liberals think it valuable that individu-
als be free to make and act on their own judgments about how they are to live 
their lives; justifying authority requires an account of how anybody can have 
the right to decide for others. Children are born helpless and incapable of judg-
ment, so somebody else must have the job of deciding what happens to them. 
Should that be the child’s parents, or does the state have the right to determine 
what the child eats or drinks, where she sleeps, what television programs she 
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watches, what school she attends? From the parent’s point of view, any attempt 
by the state to regulate her dealings with her children may look like a denial of 
her freedom to live the life of her choice. But children are separate people, with 
their own lives to live, and it is one of the state’s tasks to protect its citizens, and 
its prospective citizens, from undue interference by others, including their par-
ents. As they develop, children quickly become capable of forming their own 
views. What justifies anybody else— parent or state— in retaining authority over 
them then? The liberal challenge demands an account of who— child, parent, 
state— should have the right to decide what in relation to children’s lives.

As egalitarian liberals, we take both challenges seriously. Our egalitarian-
ism leads us to condemn the inequalities that arise between children born into 
different families. Our liberalism makes us worry about the rights that parents 
and children have over their own lives, and with respect to each other, and 
about the proper limits of state authority with regard to both parents and chil-
dren. The two challenges intersect. If parents should be free to act in ways that 
confer advantage on their children, without regard to any resulting inequali-
ties between those children and others, then we have a deep incompatibility 
between egalitarian justice and parents’ rights. If the only way to ensure equal-
ity between children is to abolish the family altogether and raise children in 
state institutions, then we can achieve full satisfaction of egalitarian principles 
only by wholly rejecting the right of adults to parent children. What is needed, 
and what we offer, is an account of the family’s value— an account of “fam-
ily values”— that gives it its proper place. One that responds adequately to the 
egalitarian objection to the family while also providing a coherent account of 
who— children themselves, parents, and the state— has the right to decide what 
about children’s lives.

Egalitarian liberals are concerned to strike the right balance between equal-
ity and liberty. For us, social justice requires that the state treat its citizens as 
equals, and that requirement has serious distributive implications, demanding 
much more equal distributions, of a variety of goods, than exist in any contem-
porary societies. But, as liberals, we recognize that it is valuable for people to 
make and act on their own judgments about how they should live, and impor-
tant that they be accorded the freedoms necessary for them to live well. The 
problem, of course, is that the freedoms liberals value tend to disrupt the equal-
ity egalitarians value. Those freedoms include not only the freedom to pursue 
their own interests to some extent but also the freedom to engage in relation-
ships that depend on treating particular others as special— to act partially in 
favor of themselves and their loved ones. A world in which we were required to 
treat everybody the same— friend, lover, child, stranger— would be a dystopic  
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nightmare, a world where nobody enjoyed the relationships that make us 
human. Some of the most valuable elements in human lives depend precisely 
on our treating particular others as special. The family, the natural home of 
such relationships, is a particularly stark locus of the tensions embodied in the 
view that people should enjoy equal freedom, or have equal opportunity to live 
valuable lives.

A completely harmonious reconciliation may not be possible. We do not 
show that plausible understandings of the family, equality, and liberty can be 
constructed in a way that eliminates all conflicts between the family and equal-
ity, or resolves all difficulties concerning authority over children. Our more 
modest aim is to offer an account of “family values properly understood” that 
shows the possibility of child- rearing practices and institutions that realize the 
values distinctively made available by familial relationships, that respects those 
individual liberties that are indeed worthy of respect, and that mitigates— 
massively mitigates— the conflict with equality.

The family has only recently begun to receive the careful attention needed 
to provide satisfactory responses to these two challenges. Public declarations 
of human rights, devised specifically to provide a consensual focal point, can 
hardly be expected to venture into controversial matters, so we should not be 
surprised if their pronouncements are rather vague. Thus, for example, the Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights tells us that “the family is the natural and 
fundamental group unit of society and is entitled to protection by society and 
the State” (Article 16.3), while the European Convention on Human Rights an-
nounces that “everyone has the right to respect for his private and family life” 
(Article 8) and that “men and women of marriageable age have the right to 
marry and found a family” (Article 12).2

Previous work by philosophers has taken us a good deal further,3 but in our 
view none has yet engaged with the full range of issues at stake with the neces-
sary degree of specificity. Taking the challenges seriously requires us to ask why 
it would be a bad idea to abolish the family. If the family is valuable, then it 
must be possible to identify the good things that it contributes to human lives. 
What exactly would be lost, and by whom, if children were to be raised by the 
state? Our answer to that question, developed in part 2, focuses on a distinctive 
set of goods, which we call “familial relationship goods”; that answer provides 
an account of the value of the family that is detailed enough to furnish appro-
priately nuanced responses to both challenges. Part 1 sets out those challenges 
in more detail.
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Liberalism and the Family

The liberal challenge to a normative theory of the family demands an account 
of who should have the right to decide what with regard to children’s upbring-
ing. Children are individuals distinct from their parents, individuals whose in-
terests it is the state’s job to protect and promote. Yet, we will argue, children 
have a crucial interest in a relationship in which they are subject to their par-
ents’ authority, and many adults have an important interest in participating in 
the kind of relationship where they get to exercise that authority. How to think 
about the allocation of rights, and what rights— rights to do what exactly?— 
should be held by whom, is thus a complex issue.

By the end of part 2, we will have presented our basic justification of the 
family, understood as a way of raising children that gives parents an important 
sphere of discretion over their children’s lives— albeit one that is limited by the 
duty to provide what children need (what they have a right to). This is our ac-
count of the basis of adults’ right to parent (and the child’s right to be parented). 
In part 3, we will go on to explore in greater detail the proper content of parents’ 
rights over their children, focusing particularly on the ways in which parents 
may (and may not) legitimately confer advantage on their children (chapter 5) 
and shape their values (chapter 6). This is our explication of the rights of par-
ents: what it is exactly that the right to parent gives you a right to do to, with, 
and for your children. To determine whether parents have rights, and, if so, 
what they are, a substantive investigation of the goods at stake in the parent- 
child relationship is needed. What is it about the value of the family, and the 
parent- child relationship in particular, that makes it so important to protect it 
with rights, and what rights are needed to protect it?

All this talk of rights may alarm some readers. Never mind the liberal chal-
lenge to the family: what about the family’s challenge to liberalism? Isn’t it a 
crucial feature of loving familial relationships that they resist liberal categories? 
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For some, the very project of developing a liberal theory of the family, and 
of conceiving parent- child relationships in terms of rights and duties, is mis-
guided. We disagree. This chapter sets out the ways in which the family might 
be thought to pose problems for the liberal framework, and defends our adop-
tion of that framework from the objection that it simply cannot do justice to— 
or, perhaps, fails adequately to care about— the ethically significant phenomena 
attending parent- child relationships.

Liberalism and Communitarianism

We should start by clearing the decks. Liberalism is widely misunderstood and 
much maligned, so in order to get to the real issues we need to deal with a red 
herring. According to some critics, liberalism neglects the significance of at-
tachments, relationships, and communities for human beings, positing people 
as atomistic, rational, autonomous, self- interested individuals. If that were an 
accurate picture, then it is not hard to see how liberalism and the family would 
be at loggerheads. The family is where we experience our most important at-
tachments and relationships, a realm not of rationality but of emotion and inti-
macy, a sphere of commitment and self- sacrifice.

If liberalism were the problem, communitarianism might seem like the 
solution. Certainly many of those advocating family values, and those most 
concerned about the social pressures that threaten them, have identified them-
selves as “communitarian.” The Communitarian Network website announces 
that “communitarians have been in the forefront of efforts to strengthen and 
rebuild the family and to restore a child- centered focus to both our marriage 
culture and our public policy.”1 The Responsive Communitarian Platform urges 
us to “start with the family,” claiming that “fathers and mothers, consumed by 
‘making it’ and consumerism, or preoccupied with personal advancement, 
who come home too late and too tired to attend to the needs of their children, 
cannot discharge their most elementary duty to their children and their fel-
low citizens,” and claims that “child- raising is important, valuable work, work 
that must be honored rather than denigrated by both parents and the commu-
nity.”2 Over twenty years ago, an influential group of communitarian thinkers 
claimed that “society is not fostering a family- friendly environment and has a 
responsibility to do so; economic pressures on parents, especially mothers, are 
mounting and the popular culture is making the raising of children an ever 
more challenging task.”3 David Popenoe tells us that “communitarians believe 
that the highest social value should be placed on parent- child relationships and 
the fostering of a child- centered society.”4
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If one has to be a “communitarian” in order to see that relationships and at-
tachments are valuable for human beings, or to acknowledge the significance 
of commitment and self- restraint, then we are communitarians. Much of our 
argument, indeed our very category of “relationship goods,” may well strike 
the reader as “communitarian” in spirit, and we have no wish to deny the sub-
stantial overlap between our position and the “pro- family” concerns of com-
munitarians.5 But this appreciation of “community” neither conflicts nor even 
contrasts with our liberalism.6

That caricature set aside, we can move on to two of the more serious objec-
tions to our— indeed any— attempt to construct a liberal theory of the fam-
ily. Both start from the observation that liberalism is fundamentally a political 
philosophy, a theory about the proper role of the state, specifically concerned 
with the proper regulation of a political community’s public life or collective ar-
rangements. If that is the right way to think about liberalism— which it is— then 
the idea of a liberal theory of the family might immediately look confused. The 
family, it might seem, belongs to the private, not the public or political, sphere. 
What goes on within it must then be beyond liberalism’s remit, a matter for 
people to decide in their capacity as private individuals, not for citizens col-
lectively to determine. And insofar as philosophers do attempt to conceptualize 
relations within the family in terms developed to deal with interactions be-
tween citizens in the public sphere— in terms of rights and duties, with a focus 
on autonomy and rationality— they must be failing to capture the true nature, 
and distinctive value, of familial relationships. To apply liberal categories to re-
lations within the family is incoherent (because, for liberals, the family must be 
private) or inappropriate (because the family is properly conceived as a realm 
of intimacy, love, and emotion, not rights, duties, and autonomy or rational-
ity) or both. Either way, liberalism is not the right place to look for a theory of 
family values.

Both these objections have mainly been articulated by feminists concerned 
primarily with relationships between adult men and women in the family, but 
they are at least as pertinent to parent- child relationships, in some ways more 
so.7 For even if, as we shall argue, it is a mistake to think that liberalism regards 
the family as private, the idea that children in some sense belong to their par-
ents continues to influence many who reject the once- common view that wives 
belong to their husbands. Similarly, the inapplicability of liberal concepts such 
as rights, duty, rationality, and autonomy seems plainer in the case of familial 
relationships between parents and children than it does in the case of familial 
relationships between adults. To be sure, the feminist critique of the “ethic of 
justice” developed in large part via a claim that women’s moral experience dif-
fers from men’s precisely because of their more direct involvement in caring, 
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nurturing relationships with their children. In that sense, the parent- child re-
lationship, and the inappropriateness of applying justice categories to it, were 
indeed a crucial part of that story. Still, even those doubtful about the more 
general case for an “ethic of care” over an “ethic of justice” may feel that liberal 
categories are particularly unhelpful for our understanding of the moral rela-
tionship between parents and children.

The Family and the Private Sphere

Let us start with the suggestion that liberals regard the family as part of the 
private sphere, and so can have little or nothing to say about it. For some, of 
course, this is all to the good. On this view, what liberalism gets right is pre-
cisely that the state has no business meddling with people’s personal lives— and 
what could be more personal than their relationships with their children? For 
others, those for whom “the personal is political,” this inability to engage with 
matters within the family is a crucial weakness, since it renders liberalism inert 
in an area of life where individuals— typically women and children— are highly 
vulnerable to oppression, exploitation, and injustice. We think that both re-
sponses, approving and disapproving, are misconceived. Both misunderstand 
the sense in which liberal political philosophy argues for a distinction between 
the public and the private, and both are wrong to think that liberals regard the 
family as on the “private” side of that distinction. It is true that, as a matter of 
historical fact, liberals— along with other political philosophers— have tended 
to argue that the domestic or familial sphere lies beyond, or prior to, politics. 
Indeed, we can plausibly trace the origins of political philosophy to Aristotle’s 
distinction, in his Politics, between the oikos, or household, and the polis, or po-
litical community.8 So the suggestion that politics should not extend into family 
matters does indeed have a long, and in some ways distinguished, history. Still, 
we should not confuse the general idea that some matters should be “private,” 
in the sense of being properly beyond the authority of the state and subject only 
to the judgment of the individual, with any particular view about what those 
matters are. Liberals’ belief in the value of individuals’ autonomously choosing 
their own way of life does indeed commit them to some version of the public- 
private distinction. Its content is a separate question.9

We cannot simply posit “the family” as belonging to the private sphere and 
therefore immune from legislation. What should be left free from legislation is 
precisely what we need to decide. If there are any familial matters where indi-
viduals’ judgments should be regarded as authoritative, they will emerge from 
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careful consideration of what is valuable about the family, not by taking for 
granted that it is a private institution. As David Archard puts it: “We cannot say 
that the family is, as a matter of fact, a private institution and therefore ought 
not to be subject to state supervision and control. Rather, we must show that 
the nature of familial life and activity is such that these are properly beyond the 
scope of legal and political governance.”10

The point of the idea of a private sphere is to specify a range within which 
individuals are, or should be, free from political regulation. Families are made 
up of more than one individual, so the very idea of the family as “private” can 
involve confusion— the misconception that an individual can claim that his 
(or her) relations with family members are a matter to be determined by him 
(or her) alone. The idea of the family as private might make sense if all family 
members were there as a matter of choice. In that case we could think of it as 
a voluntary association, and it could be that the terms of that association were 
indeed something in which others had no legitimate interest, something that 
should be a matter entirely for the voluntarily associating individuals to decide. 
Even in associations formed by adults, though, we need to think carefully about 
the context and terms of the association. Is the choice to associate genuinely 
voluntary or are some parties effectively constrained— by social norms, by lack 
of alternatives— to accept unfair or exploitative terms? Do parties retain an ef-
fective, and not merely a formal, exit option if they decide that they no longer 
wish to continue the association?

Feminists have rightly drawn our attention to worries of this kind, and cast 
serious doubt on the view that familial arrangements between adults are an ex-
clusively private matter.11 But with a focus on parent- child relationships things 
are surely more straightforward. We cannot regard children as participants in a 
voluntary association. They are nonconsenting nonadults. The claim that how 
parents treat their children is no business of the state makes sense only when 
understood as asserting that children are somehow extensions of, part of, or 
perhaps the possession of, their parents. Only then can parents’ claim to a pri-
vate sphere be thought to cover their treatment of their children.

Such views must surely be rejected. The doctrine of patria potestas gave 
Roman fathers absolute property rights over their children, including the right 
to dispose of them as property and to kill them, and Lockean arguments about 
the acquisition of property through labor might seem to support the idea that 
children should count among their parents’ possessions.12 But children are sep-
arate human beings. To regard them as owned by their parents, and so properly 
subject only to parental power, is to fail to recognize the important role the state 
can and must play in protecting children from their parents.
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The same applies to less fully proprietarian accounts that might be invoked 
to justify giving parents extensive rights to control their children’s lives by as-
similating those rights to the parent’s own proper sphere of individual freedom. 
Robert Nozick regards children as “part of one’s substance . . . part of a wider 
identity you have”;13 Charles Fried believes that “the right to form one’s child’s 
values, one’s child’s life plan and the right to lavish attention on the child are 
extensions of the basic right not to be interfered with in doing these things for 
oneself.”14 For William Galston, “the ability of parents to raise their children in 
a manner consistent with their deepest commitments is an essential element 
of expressive liberty.”15 For Eammon Callan, ‘the freedom to rear our children 
according to the dictates of conscience is for most of us as important as any 
other expression of conscience, and the freedom to organize and sustain the 
life of the family in keeping with our own values is as significant as our liberty 
to associate outside the family for any purpose whatsoever.”16 Such perspectives 
do not distinguish sharply enough between one’s rights over one’s own life and 
one’s rights over other people’s. Our account will not reject the idea that parents 
have some rights over their children, nor that there are important aspects of 
the parent- child relationship that must be treated as private. There are indeed 
places within the family where the state cannot properly go, where it is impor-
tant that it is parents who have authority over their children. But, for us, those 
rights and that authority are quite strictly specified, limited, and conditional. 
They are not grounded in any general claim about the family’s being part of a 
private sphere.

Talk of the private sphere invites us to conceive that which should be private 
in spatial terms, as if there were some places— such as the home— that the state 
does not have the authority to enter. It can easily seem as if the mere physical 
location, being at home with one’s family, puts one in a place where one is— 
or should be— beyond the reach of the state, as if one’s front door marked the 
boundary between the public and the private. But this conceptualization of “the 
private” as designating a literal space is misleading. What is private is just what 
is not properly subject to political authority. Its content is given by a range of 
activities— paradigmatically concerning sex and religion— that are judged to be 
areas of life where the individual must have the freedom to decide for herself, 
free from political interference. These are not literally spatial “areas,” though 
they may often coincide with them. Thus, for example, we are inclined to think 
of the bedroom or church as private spaces because they are the typical location 
for activities where the state has no legitimate role. But the reasoning does not 
identify a particular place as private and judge that whatever goes on there is no 
business of the state. Rather, it identifies activities concerning which individu-



liberalism and the family | 11

als should be left free from regulation to make and act on their own judgments, 
and, sometimes, derives from that claims about places where the state’s moni-
toring or surveilling presence would be inappropriate.

We can distinguish two different reasons to regard parent- child relationships, 
or, more plausibly, aspects of those relationships, as beyond the proper reach of 
state action, and the spaces within which they are normally conducted— such 
as the home— as not normally subject to inspection by state authorities. Parents 
may have the right to decide for themselves how they treat their children. In 
that case, the state would simply have no legitimate interest in those aspects 
of the relationships. But one might reach that conclusion simply because one 
recognized the high cost of any attempt to enforce particular views about how 
those affairs should be conducted. The kind of monitoring and policing that 
would be needed for such a policy to succeed might be so intrusive as to destroy 
that which is indeed valuable about the family— its intimacy and spontaneity. 
In this second case, we would be leaving the family free from regulation be-
cause regulation would bring its own moral costs, not because the state lacks 
the authority to make and act on judgments about proper conduct in parent- 
child relationships.

The idea of the family as private sometimes rests on a confusion between 
these two quite distinct cases. To see them come apart, think about official at-
tempts to devise unobtrusive or discreet ways of monitoring what goes on be-
tween parents and children, as when teachers and health visitors are trained to 
look out for signs that all is not as it should be. In some areas of parent- child 
relationships, those where we accept that the state has legitimate authority but 
worry that a heavy- handed approach would destroy the family’s valuable spon-
taneity and intimacy, this seems quite appropriate. Although all would object to 
dystopic scenarios where parents are required to report systematically on their 
child- handling techniques and the state engages in random and unannounced 
inspections, we have no problem with more subtle or inconspicuous attempts 
to monitor relations between parents and children, or to infer them from more 
readily observable contexts. In other areas, though, the issue is not the subtlety 
of the state’s regulatory instruments, and whether properly regulable interac-
tions can be monitored without excessive and spontaneity- destroying intru-
siveness. It is the impropriety of the state’s taking any interest whatsoever.

Few think the state has no role to play in regulating the treatment of chil-
dren by their parents. Even the most ardent advocate of family privacy usually 
accepts that it is proper for state agencies to attempt to protect children from 
abuse and negligence. In practice, then, the issue is how to strike the right bal-
ance between child protection and respect for the integrity of the family (which 
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in effect means respect for the parents’ preferred way of raising their children). 
This involves very difficult practical judgments about when state intervention 
is indeed in children’s interests, given that it can be valuable for children to 
maintain relationships even with abusive or neglectful parents, and taking into 
account realistic judgments about the alternative forms of care that await them 
if they are taken into the state’s custody.

Asking whether the state can legitimately intervene in parent- child relation-
ships frames things too crudely. The real questions are finer grained: Which 
interests of children are worthy of protection by the state? Which interests of 
parents ground which rights of theirs not to be interfered with in their child- 
raising endeavors? Where some defenders of parents’ rights would see the 
state’s role as limited to that of preventing the neglect and abuse of children, 
giving parents a very wide sphere of authority over their children subject only 
to that constraint, the liberalism that we endorse is concerned with the protec-
tion of children’s interests in a thicker sense. For us, children have a vital inter-
est in developing the capacity for autonomy, and parents harm children— in 
ways that the state may legitimately seek to prevent— when they deny them 
the kind of upbringing that develops that capacity. This thicker conception of 
children’s interests, and of what counts as harm, obviously opens up a greater 
role for the state. It sets up greater scope for conflict between parents’ views 
about how their children should be raised and children’s own interests; to insist 
that children be allowed to develop their capacity for autonomy is to refuse 
to tolerate parenting practices that obstruct that development. But this can be 
conceived as a difference of degree, between people with different views about 
what interests of children are important enough to warrant state protection. It 
is not a difference of kind, between those who accept and those who reject the 
claim that the family is “private.”

Although doubtless more statist than many readers will find congenial, our 
view by no means implies that the state has authority over all aspects of chil-
dren’s upbringing. In some areas it is important that parents exercise authority 
over their children. That exercise is valuable for parents; having the discretion 
to decide for oneself certain things about how one’s children are raised is a key 
component of what makes parent- child relationships valuable for those doing 
the parenting. Imagine what it would be like to parent children in a society 
where an official manual prescribed every detail that it was one’s job simply 
to execute, or where one was required, at the end of each day, to submit a log 
detailing one’s interactions with one’s children for official approval (or disap-
proval). But parents’ exercising discretion is valuable also for children; it is im-
portant for children to experience their parents as authoritative, as free to make 
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and act on their own choices about their children’s lives rather than simply as 
functionaries of a nanny state. So parents should have some freedom not only 
with respect to their own lives but also with respect to those of their children.

Still, it is true that, for us, the area of discretion for parents is considerably 
more limited, and more easily forfeited, than on other liberal accounts, and 
the state is given a correspondingly greater role in regulating the upbringing 
of children. Some will object to this not because they insist that parents have 
the right to raise their children however they wish— they might accept that in 
principle the polity may legitimately judge that certain child- rearing practices 
are harmful, and has the authority to seek to protect children from them. The 
objection may rather be that in practice the state is not going to do any better 
than parents. Parents can raise children badly, to be sure, but isn’t the state 
likely to do no better, and perhaps a great deal worse?

We share these worries. There are indeed good reasons why it is generally 
better to leave the raising of children to parents, and although some of these are 
principled (we will argue that adults have a right to a certain kind of intimate 
relationship with children), and some of them appeal to children’s interests that 
parents are distinctively well placed to promote (such as their interest in being 
loved), some of them are much more practical. Even affluent well- intentioned 
societies have not been very good at creating state institutions that provide chil-
dren with the kind of stable attachments they need not simply to develop their 
capacity for autonomy but also to become adults with the emotional resources 
to sustain healthy relationships. Keeping in mind these practical limitations 
will often lead to the conclusion that children whose parenting is far from ideal 
are better off with their parents than they would be in the care of public author-
ities. So we are by no means advocating a massively interventionist state, ready 
to tear children away from the bosom of their families as soon as it detects 
any suboptimal, or even inadequate, parenting. The state must act wisely and 
with due modesty, being realistic about its own capacities and the likely conse-
quences of any actions it might take. But it may legitimately act to promote chil-
dren’s autonomy, and various other interests that we will identify in due course, 
to the extent that it can do that without its actions being counterproductive.

Liberal Categories and Parent- Child Relationships

Having argued that the family is not “private” in the sense that makes it beyond 
the reach of politics, we now turn to the second objection: that the concepts 
and categories that form the core of liberalism are simply inappropriate as ways 
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of approaching relationships within the family. Those concepts and categories 
were developed specifically to elucidate the moral aspects of people’s political 
relationships— the relationships between adult citizens, or between such citi-
zens and their state. To focus on people’s interest in autonomy and rational-
ity, and to conceive their needs and obligations in terms of rights and duties, 
may be helpful in that context, but applying those categories to parent- child 
relationships, to what should be a realm of intimacy, love, and affection, is mis-
leading and misguided. Even if the family is not beyond politics, does it not 
disfigure and distort our understanding of the value of familial relationships to 
conceive them in such terms?

Yes and no. We accept that some versions of liberalism have discussed 
parent- child relationships in a rather narrow way. But while the value of loving, 
intimate- but- authoritative parent- child relationships has been underexplored 
or underemphasized, liberalism can accommodate a more nuanced perspec-
tive. More, we believe that liberalism provides the right framework for under-
standing that value. Our “relationship goods” account is, among other things, 
an attempt to incorporate within a liberal framework a more sensitive appre-
ciation of the significance of parent- child relationships that, at the theoretical 
or philosophical level, is owed mainly to feminists, many of whom took them-
selves to be writing in opposition to liberalism.

It is important to distinguish between those matters on which a political 
theory is silent, those that constitute blind spots, and those that genuinely can-
not be accommodated or incorporated within it. The fact that a theory is silent 
about something is sometimes presented as an objection to it. The assumption 
seems to be that a theory is valid only if it explicitly covers everything that 
comes within its domain. We reject that assumption. It may indeed be desirable 
for a theory explicitly to explore its implications for all the (important) issues 
that it touches. But the mere fact that a theory does not say anything about a 
relevant issue, or even about a range of relevant issues, is not evidence that that 
theory is mistaken or should be rejected. It does not even imply that those de-
veloping the theory should have said something about which they were silent. 
To point out a silence is merely to invite advocates of the theory to speak to 
matters that they have hitherto refrained from addressing, perhaps for the sake 
of focus.

Blind spots are different from silences. A blind spot is an area where a po-
litical theory has not taken proper account of something that it should have— 
where, for example, it fails to see that the things it is explicitly concerned to 
promote depend for their realization on others that it has not noticed, or where, 
too focused on the beneficial impact of its proposed policies, it neglects their 
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unintended consequences. Unlike mere silence, this is indeed a fault. Some-
thing is not being seen that needs to be seen, within the theory’s own terms. 
Even so, a blind spot is still not a reason to reject a theory. Having had a blind 
spot brought to their attention, a theory’s advocates may quite appropriately 
seek to make good the defect by explaining how their theory can in fact ac-
knowledge and give proper place to that which it had failed to in the past. There 
are indeed grounds for rejecting a theory when it cannot adequately acknowl-
edge and accommodate those matters on which it has been silent, or that have 
been its blind spots. But we hope to show that liberalism can speak to matters 
on which it has been silent, and that a clear view of what were previously its 
blind spots does not require abandonment of the liberal framework.

The book as a whole will allow the reader to judge whether that hope has 
been realized. In this chapter we can only sketch our responses to two influ-
ential variants of the charge that it is distorting to apply liberal categories to 
parent- child relationships. The first focuses on the capacities of individuals that 
liberals value. We have suggested that it is important that children be raised in 
such a way that they are able to develop their capacity for autonomy, and that 
the state may legitimately regulate the family to achieve this aim. This objection 
claims that the liberal focus on autonomy yields an impoverished understand-
ing of children’s developmental needs and leads to a one- sided account of the 
value of the parent- child relationships. The second focuses on liberalism’s way 
of framing the content of those relationships. We will present much of our ar-
gument in terms of the rights, and duties, that family members have against, 
and to, one another. This objection claims that conceiving familial relationships 
in such terms reveals liberalism’s inability to understand the true nature of the 
family as a site of love and care.

Autonomy

Our response to the first objection is simple. It is important that children de-
velop the capacity for autonomy. The capacity to reflect on one’s life- choices, 
to be aware that it is possible to live one’s life in many different ways, to make 
a reasoned judgment about which way is right for one, and to act on that 
judgment— that is indeed extremely valuable, and parents who raise their chil-
dren in such a way that they lack autonomy do them wrong. But autonomy is 
not the only capacity that liberals care about, and there is no need to abandon 
liberalism to acknowledge that children have other developmental interests 
too. Moreover, many of those other interests are themselves preconditions of 
autonomy. An individual who is incapable of forming healthy relationships 
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with others, for example, or of exercising the self- restraint needed to conquer 
those short- term desires that conflict with her more considered goals, is not 
able to lead an autonomous life.

The idea that liberals are preoccupied with children’s developing intellectual 
capacities, with education in a rather narrow sense, owes a good deal to John 
Locke. According to Barbara Arneil, Locke’s influential theory of parental au-
thority “transforms ‘taking care of children’ to ‘informing the mind’. .  .  . [For 
Locke,] ‘The first part then of Parental Power, or rather duty . . . is Education . . . 
[but] a Man may put the Tuition of his Son in other hands’ (ii.69).”17 As Shel-
ley Burtt puts it, Locke holds that “what separates children from adults and 
justifies their quite comprehensive subordination is . . . simply an undeveloped 
reasoning faculty.”18 Both commentators see this tunnel vision focusing on “a 
narrowly intellectual version of maturity”19 as deriving from a preoccupation 
with children as future citizens. In Burtt’s view: “The question of how to care for 
children (beyond educational needs) is lost to liberal theory from this point on-
wards. The development of children beyond the intellectual dimension (namely 
physical, social or emotional development), or the extent to which the state 
might be concerned with their care, is simply written out of liberal theory at 
its inception. It is not that Locke is unaware of the broader caring and develop-
ment needs of children. Rather, given that the singular objective is to produce 
‘rational citizens’, the process of producing such creatures makes such questions 
simply, but utterly, irrelevant to liberal political theory.”20

It’s true that liberal theory has tended to focus on children’s interest in de-
veloping rationality and autonomy, and this owes a good deal to liberalism’s 
understanding of itself as concerned specifically that children be prepared for 
citizenship. But liberals should not be concerned only with that aspect of their 
development. To regard liberalism as a political philosophy that cares only 
about people’s interests qua citizens is to confuse two issues. Liberals need to 
provide an account of how and why it is legitimate for people qua citizens, as 
members of a polity, to use the coercive apparatus of the state to promote the 
interests of their fellow citizens, including their future citizens. But that is not 
to say that the interests that it promotes can only be those that people have qua 
citizens, or those needed for the proper exercise of the rights and duties of citi-
zenship. We will see later that members of a state may indeed have some inter-
est in children’s becoming adults with qualities, such as trustworthiness or the 
capacity to cooperate, that are valuable to their fellow citizens. But it is wrong 
to think that the state’s role in regulating the family must be limited to ensuring 
the production of good citizens.
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Indeed, we agree with Burtt’s own view that “authority over other human 
beings should extend only so far as making up the deficits that legitimate their 
subordination. . . . Children are adult ‘works in progress’. The reason we ex-
clude them from the community of social and political equals is that they lack 
a range of social, emotional, and cognitive capacities that cannot be devel-
oped apart from their subordination to caring adults. . . . this more expansive 
picture of children’s needs brings with it a different understanding of the na-
ture and extent of parental power.”21 For us, as for Burtt, “the way we think 
of children and their needs determines the sort of authority we think it is 
appropriate to exercise over them.”22 Children’s developmental needs are not 
exclusively, or even primarily, cognitive. Liberalism’s neglect of this should be 
thought of as a blind spot, and one that our theory attempts to bring clearly 
into view.

Rights and Duties

The second objection worries about liberalism’s tendency to conceive familial 
relationships in terms of the rights and duties that individual family members 
have with respect to one another. If the family is the realm of intimacy and 
affection, these concepts are inappropriate. It is essential to intimate loving re-
lationships that participants are not doing what they do for one another out 
of duty, that they do not claim the right to be treated in particular ways. Con-
ceiving familial relationships in such terms misses the point. It models them 
in ways that may be apt for thinking about the moral relationships between 
independent adults, but that fail to capture what is special about the family. 
Indeed, if one grants, as we do, that the loving relationship between parents and 
children plays a role in justifying the family as the best way to raise children, 
then all mention of rights and duties might seem to run into a fundamental 
conceptual incoherence, for nobody can have a duty to love another person, 
and nobody can have a right to be loved.

Before getting on to the more challenging versions of this objection, we 
must again insist on the importance of seeing children as separate individuals 
from their parents. That may seem banal, but some critics of liberalism query 
even this elementary proposition. Thus, for example, Barbara Arneil objects to 
John Eekelaar’s innocuous observation that, in order to conceive them as hav-
ing rights, “children’s interests must be capable of isolation from the interests 
of others.”23 For Arneil, “This analytical separation of the child from his/her 
community, while necessary to a rights theory based on interests, is difficult to 
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reconcile with the dependent nature of children and the symbiotic character of 
their relationship to their care- givers.”24 This is surely a non sequitur. One can 
acknowledge children’s dependence on, and even their “symbiotic” relationship 
with, their parents (though we would not ourselves endorse that metaphor) 
without denying that they are separate people, with interests of their own. To 
think otherwise is simply to assimilate parents and children into a single entity, 
denying even the conceptual possibility that parents may fail to act in their 
children’s interests (or vice versa), or that parents and children’s interests may 
sometimes conflict.

The real issue is whether, granted that parents and children are separate 
individuals with separate interests, a discourse of rights and duties is an ap-
propriate way to talk and think about their relationship. We accept that that 
relationship is (or should be) an intimate and loving one, and we accept also 
that it is problematic to think in terms of someone’s having a duty to love, or 
a right to be loved. One’s emotions are not directly amenable to the will— one 
cannot always be held responsible for them— in the way that ascribing such 
rights and duties would imply. As Kant put it: “Love is a matter of feeling, not 
of willing, and I cannot love because I will to, still less because I ought to (I 
cannot be constrained to love); so a duty to love is an absurdity.”25 Nonetheless, 
it is again possible to assimilate this apparently antiliberal perspective into an 
avowedly liberal framework. As long we tread carefully, a proper appreciation 
of the value of loving, intimate, and caring relationships can, and should, be 
combined with an approach that insists on thinking about rights and duties as 
relevant to parent- child relationships. The two are not incompatible.

We can distinguish two variants of the objection. The general worry is that 
applying such categories to any aspect of the parent- child relationship pos-
tulates an unduly separate or even antagonistic relationship between family 
members, missing out on the peculiar and special nature of the family. The 
more specific version objects only to the idea that family members can have 
duties to love one another. Let us take each in turn.

On our view, parents’ rights over their children are justified by appeal to 
children’s rather than parents’ interests. If parents have the right to decide when 
their children go to bed, or where they are to go on holiday, that is because chil-
dren’s interests will be better served by their parents’ having the relevant forms 
of authority than by that authority’s being in the hands of some other agent 
(such as the state), or than by children’s making those decisions for themselves. 
Although, on our account, parents are not required to promote their children’s 
interests at all costs, without regard to the effects on their own interests or those 
of others outside the parent- child relationship, parental rights over children 
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are justified precisely because the children will fare better in a situation where 
it is parents who have the authority to take the decisions than one in which 
children themselves, or anybody else, has that authority. We adopt what Joseph 
Raz calls the “service” conception of authority, under which “the role and pri-
mary normal function” of authorities is “to serve the governed.”26 Conceiving 
the authority relation between parents and children in this way should go some 
way toward dispelling the worry about antagonism.

Moreover, holding that individual members of families have rights against 
one another, and duties to treat one another in certain ways, does not imply 
that family life goes well when family members conceive their relations in such 
terms. Relationships in which people act out of love for one another are surely 
better than those in which they are motivated only by an awareness of their 
duties or the other’s rights. Indeed, a family whose members are continually, or 
even frequently, motivated by a sense of their duties to one another is a family 
whose members are not enjoying the spontaneous, intimate loving relationship 
that plays the key role in justifying the family as the best social arrangement for 
raising children. But how family members are typically motivated, or how they 
need to be motivated in order to provide relationship goods for one another, is 
a separate issue from that of whether they do in fact have rights and duties with 
respect to one another.27 We believe that they do, and articulate the detailed 
content of those rights and duties later in the book.

Why deny that parents have duties not to abuse or neglect their children, 
that their children have a right not to be abused or neglected, or, hardly more 
controversially, that parents have the right to direct their children’s behavior 
within certain specified limits? Our own account of parental rights and duties, 
and of children’s rights, will in fact go beyond these minimal suggestions, but 
they are enough to expose the implausibility of denying that “rights talk” can 
properly be applied within the family. The idea that parents can fail to do what 
parents are morally required to do for the children in their care, or what those 
children have a right to expect from their parents, is surely uncontroversial.

Thinking in terms of rights and duties within the family is important partly 
because it helps us understand when the state may legitimately intervene. If 
parents fail to discharge their “duty of care” to their children, then they forfeit 
the right to parent those children. It is children’s right to be cared for that justi-
fies the state’s stepping in when the parent fails in that task. As we have said, 
the state may not be able to do better for the child even than neglectful parents, 
so we do not claim that the state is right to intervene wherever parents fail to 
discharge their parental duties. Nonetheless, framing familial obligations and 
expectations in terms of rights and duties clarifies the proper role of the state, 
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and it is appropriate for those who are not themselves involved in the relation-
ship to adopt such a perspective.

We would go further. Something has surely gone wrong if parents and chil-
dren primarily conceive their relationship in terms of their separate interests, 
and the rights and duties that they generate. But a loving parent, one who is 
indeed motivated by the reasons and emotions appropriate to the parent- child 
relationship, may sometimes find it helpful to formulate his or her understand-
ing of that relationship in that way. Perhaps a perfectly loving parent would 
never need recourse to reflection of that kind. But for many of us what it is to 
be a loving parent is partly to be willing, when the need arises, to see things in 
such terms. A parent who always does what she does for her child out of duty 
is not a good parent. She lacks the capacity to act spontaneously from love and 
thereby deprives her child, and herself, of something special and valuable. But 
a parent who never reflects on what she owes her children as people separate 
from herself is either a saint or worryingly unreflective— and unlikely to parent 
her children very well. To suggest that a rights discourse has no place in the 
heads of family members is dangerously to romanticize and idealize the family.

What of the more specific charge that it makes no sense to posit a right to 
be loved because the idea of a duty to love is, as Kant put it, “an absurdity”? 
Our justification of the family puts a good deal of weight on the value of in-
timate loving relationships between parents and children. The family is the 
child- rearing arrangement in which people are most likely to experience such 
relationships, and this fact— its tendency to generate relationship goods that 
we claim to be hugely valuable for many adults and all children— plays a key 
role in our argument. Children need love if they are to realize their potential 
for flourishing, and many adults fully flourish only if they experience, and act 
on, parental love for a child. Given our general aim of showing how liberalism 
can accommodate matters often regarded as beyond its domain, it would be 
convenient if we could argue that parents do indeed have a duty to love their 
children. Even for us, that is a bridge too far.

Parents have a duty of care for their children, which includes the duty to 
care for them, but the “care” they have a duty to provide must be articulated 
in terms that render it amenable to the will. For some people, the love that 
children need— a distinctive kind of attentiveness, an emotional availability, an 
experience of being (experienced as) special, or of unconditional love— is not, 
we believe, amenable to the will in the required sense. It is not something that it 
makes sense morally to demand of all parents, or to regard as morally required 
of them. Ought implies can. Parents lacking the capacity to love their children 
in this way cannot coherently be said to have a duty to do so. Some parents have 
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so little experience of being loved themselves that they simply cannot love chil-
dren in the necessary way. Such parents have no duty to love their children— 
and their children have no right to their love.

This might be thought a serious weakness in our approach. Loving relation-
ships are central to our account, yet we deny that all children have a right to be 
loved because we don’t think it coherent to regard parents as having a duty to 
love their children. Doesn’t this show that the liberal framework cannot, after 
all, cope with the sphere of emotion and intimacy? No. Other associated rights 
and duties, pertaining to the child’s developmental need to be loved, go a long 
way toward making good the deficit.

In the first place, only some parents lack the emotional capacity to love, 
rather than merely to care for, their children. Where parents possess that capac-
ity, then there is nothing incoherent in thinking that they have a duty to exer-
cise it. It may be confused to think that this kind of spontaneous intimacy and 
emotional attentiveness can directly be summoned as a matter of will. A parent 
struggling hard to love her children, directly motivated by a sense of duty, does 
not provide what they need. But that is just a specific case of the general issue 
we discussed. It is, moreover, perfectly coherent for a parent who finds it hard 
to love her children to try to cultivate her capacity to do just that. Although not 
directly amenable to the will, emotions are not entirely beyond our control ei-
ther. By attending to the reasons one has to love, including the great importance 
of that love to one’s children, and by creating situations likely to foster it— such 
as spending time with them when one is at one’s most emotionally available and 
least tired or preoccupied with other things— one can deliberately encourage 
it. Parents may not all have a duty to love their children, but given the crucial 
importance of love to the child’s healthy emotional development, they all have a 
duty to try to develop the capacity to love them. And those who have the capac-
ity have a duty to exercise it.28

Indeed, adults who believe themselves, for whatever reason, to lack not only 
the capacity but also the potential to develop it, may have a duty not to become 
parents. Adults who discover they lack the capacity, or find that they have lost 
it, may have a duty to try to find others who can do so— in the extreme case by 
giving their child up for adoption. There are good reasons not to make this a 
legal duty. We do not want the state to get involved in the business of deciding 
which adults are and are not able to provide the love that children need. And 
adults who judge themselves unable to love their children may still have reason 
to procreate— if there are others who want to be parents, who possess and wish 
to exercise their capacity to love but are not themselves able to procreate. Still, 
there is nothing odd about the idea of adults recognizing the responsibilities 
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that attend the role of parent, judging themselves simply incapable of discharg-
ing them adequately, and deciding that they have a duty not to assume, or con-
tinue in, that role.29

Conclusion

On the one hand, liberalism takes individuals to be the fundamental objects of 
moral concern, and the rights it claims people have are primarily rights of in-
dividuals over their own lives: the core liberal idea is that it is important for in-
dividuals to exercise their own judgment about how they are to live. One of the 
things that many choose to do with their lives, and that many regard as among 
their most important life projects, is to raise children— and to exercise their 
own judgments about how to raise them. On the other hand, parental rights are 
rights over others, they are rights over others who have no realistic exit option, 
and they are rights over others whose capacity to make their own judgments 
about how they are to live their lives is no less important than that of the adults 
raising them. Suppose the latter implies— as we will argue it does— that parents’ 
rights are limited by their duty to do what they can to ensure that their children 
develop the capacity for autonomy. That still leaves big questions about what 
it is that gives any particular adult the moral standing to subject a child to her 
judgments about how that child should be raised, and about the range of mat-
ters within which her judgments should indeed be decisive.

This chapter has not attempted to make any headway on those big ques-
tions. Its aim has been rather to disarm those who regard liberal theory as ill- 
equipped to provide answers— or perhaps regard the questions themselves as 
misconceived. Whether or not our particular answers convince, we hope at 
least to have persuaded skeptical readers of the case for framing the issues in 
liberal terms.30
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Equality and the Family

Much moral and political philosophy is concerned to identify the proper bal-
ance between the individual’s pursuit of her own interests and that concern 
and respect for the interests of others required by the recognition that all are 
of equal moral worth. As individuals, we are constantly and inevitably making 
choices about the extent to which we further our own well- being or restrain its 
pursuit for the sake of others. When it comes to politics, in our role as citizens 
making the rules that govern us, we have to consider the extent to which the 
state may properly limit individuals’ pursuit of their own interests and con-
strain their actions in ways that will contribute to the good of others.

Compared to the unbridled pursuit of egoistic satisfaction, the family ap-
pears as a realm of altruism and self- sacrifice. Familial relationships are consti-
tuted by responsibilities and obligations. To parent a child is to be committed to 
supporting her at considerable cost to oneself. All parents who are doing their 
job properly surrender huge amounts of freedom and devote to their children 
substantial resources— time, energy, money— that they could have spent on 
themselves.1 Where necessary, parents are often willing to risk serious harms 
for the sake of their children, sometimes to accept certain death. It seems hard 
to see how these phenomena can be captured in terms of the individual’s pru-
dence or self- interest. From this perspective, as Laurence Thomas puts it, “the 
project of having children can only be understood as a remarkably altruistic 
endeavor.”2

But from another perspective, the family looks more like an obstacle to al-
truism than the locus of its realization. Even if it were entirely selfless, par-
ents’ concern for their children’s well- being is hardly inspired by a standpoint 
that treats all as equally valuable. It may be admirable to put others’ well- being 
ahead of one’s own, but when those being favored are one’s own children, and 
that is why they are being favored, then that seems partial rather than impartial. 
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One is favoring particular others, and one is doing so because of their relation-
ship to oneself. We might think of the individual as at the center of a series 
of concentric circles.3 As the objects of our concern move outward from the 
self— through immediate family, extended family, friends, fellow citizens or fel-
low nationals, perhaps coreligionists, to humankind as a whole (and, for some, 
to nonhuman animals also)— we become less partial, more sensitive to others 
who are increasingly distant from ourselves. Seen this way, a parent’s acting to 
promote her own children’s interests when she could be doing more to further 
the good of others, especially the good of others worse off than her children, 
seems to involve a failure of altruism.

And of course parents’ concern for their children’s well- being is not en-
tirely selfless. On the whole, people have children because they want to, and 
believe— we think rightly— that doing so will make their own lives go better. 
Just three pages before his claim that “the project of having children can only be 
understood as a remarkably altruistic endeavor,” Thomas says, again we think 
rightly, that “parenting a child is generally seen as an extraordinarily marvel-
lous experience.”4 If the project of parenting a child contributes to the value 
of one’s own life, why isn’t it properly conceived as furthering one’s own inter-
ests rather than limiting their pursuit for the sake of others? There is certainly 
something distinctive about a project the content of which involves furthering 
the interests of other people— even where those others are one’s own children. 
But if doing that also contributes to one’s own well- being, then it takes on a 
doubly partial aspect: one is favoring particular others, with whom one has a 
particular relationship, rather than equally considering the interests of all; and 
favoring them makes one’s own life go better— not better for others, better for 
oneself.

Together, these observations suggest that the altruism sometimes regarded 
as the core of “family values” acquires a genuinely moral character only when it 
transcends the family. For the Russian revolutionary Alexandra Kollontai, “the 
narrow and exclusive affection of the mother for her own children must expand 
until it extends to all the children of the great proletarian family. . . . In place of 
the individual and egoistic family, a great universal family of workers will de-
velop, in which all the workers, men and women, will above all be comrades.”5 
Indeed, the idea that the altruism and mutual concern characteristic of familial 
relationships could and should be extended to wider communities— to fellow 
citizens, perhaps to humankind as a whole— has played an influential role in 
egalitarian thinking, as has the suggestion that the family acts as an obstacle to 
progress by diverting people’s energy and attention inward, into the private and 
away from the public sphere.6
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We believe that “family values” can indeed serve to distract people from the 
more morally urgent claims of others. That distraction is all the more effective 
precisely because the family presents itself as a sphere of altruism. It is easy 
for parents to persuade themselves that their commitment to family life is not 
selfish— if they were selfish, they would be out having fun, not sitting at home 
reading their children bedtime stories. We have no problem with the idea that 
parents have special moral duties to their children, or that morality permits 
each of us to favor our own interests over those of others, including our interest 
in enjoying valuable familial relationships. But in a world where millions die 
every year for want of basic necessities, much apparently admirable parent-
ing may better be thought of as a self- indulgent retreat, away from the true 
demands of morality— as, in Samuel Scheffler’s words, “the moral equivalent 
of a tax shelter.”7

How to balance one’s own interests, and those of people with whom one has 
particular kinds of special relationship, against the interests of others is an ex-
tremely difficult issue. For us, the kinds of partiality toward one’s children that 
are indeed justified by appeal to “family values” is a qualitative matter, separate 
from, and prior to, the quantitative question of the extent to which people may 
act to realize such values in their own, and their children’s, lives. Answers to 
that second question will be context- specific, depending crucially on the cir-
cumstances in which the individual finds herself. By the end of the book, we 
hope to have supplied the reader with a way of thinking about such matters. At 
this stage our task is more preliminary: to set out the various kinds of conflict 
between the value of equality and the value of those parent- child relationships 
that, for our purposes, constitute the family.

Distributive Equality and Relational Equality

We are treating equality here as a distributive ideal. Some who call themselves 
egalitarians think this is a mistake. Rather than distributions, these critics insist, 
social relations are the proper focus of egalitarian concern.8 Those sympathetic 
to so- called child liberationism might see this egalitarian hostility to relations 
of domination or oppression as an apt lens through which to view parent- child 
relationships.9 Just as whites, or men, have failed to relate as equals to people 
of color, or women, so, it is claimed, adults illegitimately treat children as infe-
rior. By regarding children as lacking the capacities that would warrant treat-
ment as independent and responsible agents, adults legitimize their own claim 
to authority and justify according children dependent and subordinate status 
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in the social and political order. True, from this perspective the fact that it is 
parents who are accorded rights over children is somewhat incidental. For the 
child liberationist, things are no better when children are rendered dependent 
on other adults, and some of the argument, for example on voting rights, is 
about the proper role of children within the political community and the wider 
society rather than within the family as such.10 But just as a key demand of the 
women’s liberation movement required changes to the institution of marriage, 
so child liberationists often direct their attention to the rights held by children 
against their parents.

This egalitarian worry is intrafamilial, not interfamilial. It concerns not in-
equalities between families but inequalities within them. And what is objected 
to is not the distribution of any type of goods or benefits but the way that intra-
familial relationships are constructed and conducted. The problem is not that 
families confer unequal benefits and burdens on children raised by different 
parents. It is that families are sites of inequality that subject children to unjust 
forms of subordination, domination, and oppression.

We agree that children are often illegitimately subject to the authority of par-
ents; parents do not properly have many of the rights to control their children’s 
lives that they are currently granted. Parents’ rights are considerably more lim-
ited than is commonly believed, and are conditional on parents’ meeting chil-
dren’s interests— including their interest in developing their capacity to become 
autonomous agents— to a high degree. So we are happy to think of our theory 
as doing for children what feminist philosophers have done for women. Where 
feminists reject patriarchy, we reject “parentarchy.”

That said, it is obviously sometimes in children’s interests to have their lives 
controlled by adults, in complicated, age- dependent and sphere- of- discretion- 
dependent ways. What children should be free to decide for themselves will 
depend on their emotional, physical, and intellectual maturity. Nobody thinks 
that very young children should be deciding for themselves what to eat, where 
to cross the road, and the like. But as children get older, the kind of authority 
over them that is justified changes. One learns autonomy in large part by prac-
ticing it, so the duty to help children develop the capacity for autonomy implies 
careful judgments about when children are ready to start making their own 
choices, and gradually increasing their discretion over their own lives.

Two further claims may be more interesting. First, we follow so- called child- 
centered justifications of the family in claiming that it is valuable for children 
not merely that adults have the authority to decide some matters about what 
happens to and for children but that the adults in question be those children’s 
parents (rather than, for example, state functionaries working in child- rearing 



equality and the family | 27

institutions). More distinctively, our approach emphasizes the importance for 
the child’s development of her having a relationship with the parent in which 
the parent is experienced as authoritative, as making her own judgments 
(rather than, say, carrying out orders from an official, directive, child- rearing 
manual). So we defend not merely authority over children but the (limitedly, 
conditionally) authoritative family. Second, and more controversially, we argue 
that exercising authoritative control over children’s lives is something that it is 
in adults’ interests to do. So we defend the (limitedly, conditionally) authorita-
tive family partly because it is a good institution for those who get to exercise 
the authority within it. This second thought puts us quite sharply at odds with 
child liberationists, who tend to focus exclusively on the interests of children.

More generally, we deny the strong version of the relational egalitarian  
position which claims that distributions matter only if they impact on social 
relationships. The fact that people’s lives are equally important has distributive 
implications— implications about the distribution of opportunities to flourish 
or to be authors of their own lives— that go beyond the impact of those distri-
butions on social relationships. To soften the contrast between “relational” and 
“distributive” approaches, we can frame our insistence on the distinct impor-
tance of distributions in ways congenial to the relational egalitarian: for us, a 
society that permits unjustified or illegitimate inequalities between its mem-
bers just is one whose members are not treating one another, relating to one 
another, as equals. The distributions themselves express inegalitarian relation-
ships. To live with others in an unequal society on terms that cannot be justified 
to those who have less is not merely a distributive failure; it is also a failure of 
relationship.11

The Family versus Fair Equality of Opportunity

Families are a problem even for a rather mainstream version of the egalitarian 
ideal. One does not have to favor anything as far- fetched and widely discred-
ited as equality of outcome to be concerned about the unequalizing influence 
of family background. Nor does one have to appeal to a particularly demand-
ing or controversial conception of equality of opportunity.12 Families impact 
on children’s opportunities, not merely on their outcomes, and the fact that 
children are raised in families undermines even a widely shared conception of 
equality of opportunity: the idea that children’s prospects in life should depend 
on their own merits rather than on their social origins. This view derives much 
of its appeal from the idea of a fair competition; the thought is that outcome 
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inequalities can be fully justified only if they result from fair procedures, pro-
cedures that do not allow (what should be) irrelevant factors to influence how 
people fare or where they end up. Modern industrial societies are structured 
so that socially produced rewards— income, wealth, status, positions in the oc-
cupational structure, and the opportunities for self- exploration and fulfillment 
that come with them— are distributed extremely unequally, and people com-
pete with one another to secure more rather than less of them. To be legiti-
mate, that competition must be conducted on fair terms, not skewed in favor 
of those born to advantage. In the familiar metaphor, the playing field should 
be level, which means that children with the same abilities, and willingness to 
use them, should enjoy the same chances of success, irrespective of their family 
background.

That condition is not satisfied simply by the formal requirement— 
represented in UK law by what has become known as “Equal Opportunities” 
legislation— that jobs and the rewards that accompany them go to those best 
qualified to carry them out. We know, of course, that recruitment practices 
often fail to meet even that less demanding standard. A person’s race, gender, 
religion, and, sometimes, class background can all influence her chance of suc-
cess in the labor market in ways that violate even the idea of “careers open to 
talents.”13 But fair equality of opportunity requires more than that the similarly 
qualified are treated equally, more than that people get jobs on the basis of what 
we might call their “relevant competences.” It demands also that children born 
into different families have the same opportunities to develop qualifications 
and competences in the first place. As Rawls puts it, fair equality of opportu-
nity requires “not merely that public offices and social positions be open in the 
formal sense, but that all should have a fair chance to attain them. To specify 
the idea of a fair chance we say: supposing that there is a distribution of native 
endowments, those who have the same level of talent and ability and the same 
willingness to use these gifts should have the same prospects of success regard-
less of their social class of origin.”14

Which is where the problems start. The idea of fair equality of opportunity 
is curiously ambivalent. On the one hand, when compared with more radi-
cally egalitarian visions of social justice, it can seem somewhat conservative, 
apparently serving to legitimate a fundamentally inegalitarian and competitive 
economic system. There will inevitably be winners and losers, it suggests, and 
the only kind of equality to be pursued is that needed to make sure the right 
people win (and the “wrong” people lose).15 It has appeal, moreover, to those 
with no deep interest in equality whatsoever, since it can be seen rather as a 
means to economic efficiency. An optimally productive society will not waste 
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the economic potential of any of its members. That potential is best realized 
by our ensuring that all have equal opportunity, first to acquire useful skills 
and knowledge, and then to deploy them in the carrying out of appropriate 
occupational tasks. Inequalities of opportunity, from this perspective, distort 
not the fair distribution of rewards to people, but the efficient allocation of 
people to jobs.16 Much of the popular appeal of fair equality of opportunity, we 
suspect, derives from its apparent compatibility with other dominant values— 
inequality, competition, efficiency— and the way in which it seems not to chal-
lenge fundamentally the organizing principles of our contemporary affluent 
Western societies.

On the other hand, taken seriously it is extremely radical. So radical, indeed, 
that it rarely is taken seriously. A moment’s reflection on the myriad ways in 
which a child’s prospects are influenced by her familial circumstances suggests 
that the vision of a society in which children born to different families enjoy 
the same opportunities to develop marketable competences and qualifications 
can only be a chimera. Children of wealthy parents will have access to high- 
quality schooling, food, health care, housing, and holidays that are bound to 
foster their development in ways not available to children born into poverty. 
Suppose we eliminated economic inequalities between parents, or somehow in-
sulated children’s developmental opportunities from their influence. Different 
parents would still be members of different social networks; their friends and 
colleagues would be different— and unequally valuable as contacts, or sources 
of information, that could be used to help their children in the competition for 
jobs and the qualifications helpful to their achievement. Get rid of that cause of 
inequality in opportunities and parents will still be unequally informed about 
the choices available to their children and which of them are the best means to 
their success. And information of that kind will be just a small part of the cul-
tural capital that parents will remain able to convert into competitive advantage 
for their children— whether intentionally or inadvertently— as the unintended 
by- product of apparently innocuous interactions like bedtime stories and talk 
at family meals. Moreover, parents with the same economic and cultural capi-
tal, and similar networks, may simply make different choices about what to do 
with them: some may regard promoting their children’s interests as their major 
life project; others may prefer to spend their time and energy on other things. 
All of these are mechanisms by which families interrupt, or disrupt, fair equal-
ity of opportunity.

So despite its competitive aspect, and its prima facie endorsement of in-
equalities of outcome that result from fair competition, fair equality of oppor-
tunity turns out to be thoroughly subversive. Parents’ “outcomes”— how they 
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fare in the competition for jobs and rewards attaching to those jobs— are inti-
mately connected to their children’s “opportunities”: their prospects for success 
(or failure) in that competition. (We will discuss later the idea that outcomes for 
parents just are opportunities for their children.) Fully to realize fair equality of 
opportunity would require drastic measures. Either we would have to eliminate 
all the relevant inequalities between parents, in which case we’d need equality 
of outcome with respect to all the things that are helpful to children’s develop-
ment. Or we would have to eliminate all the mechanisms by which inequalities 
between parents generate unequal developmental opportunities for children. 
Since those mechanisms extend to the very core of the parent- child relation-
ship, the latter seems to imply the abolition of the family itself as the social 
institution in which children are raised.

We have a good deal to say about the “abolish relevant inequalities between 
parents” route, but we don’t have anything new to say about it. To maintain 
focus, we will simply put the more general arguments for and against permitting 
or welcoming certain kinds of inequality between parents to one side. Suppose 
we did somehow succeed in establishing genuinely fair equality of opportunity 
between the members of one generation. Legitimate processes— mechanisms 
and interactions that it would be wrong to prevent— and distributive outcomes 
of those processes that allow people to take responsibility for their own choices 
(and not other peoples’) would lead to inequalities of outcome.17 Parents must 
have some freedom to make their own choices, in line with their own prefer-
ences, even though that means that they will end up with somewhat unequal 
amounts of the various resources— money, education, information, contacts, 
time— helpful to their children’s development. (We say “some freedom” and 
“somewhat unequal amounts” because our all- things- considered judgments 
grant individuals much less freedom, and justify much less unequal outcomes, 
than are currently accepted.)

Parents’ Unequal Outcomes and Children’s Unequal 
Opportunities

We will concentrate instead on the second drastic strategy: eliminating the 
mechanisms by which inequalities and differences between parents turn into 
unequal developmental opportunities for children. We will argue that parents 
are currently allowed to do too much for their children, and in too many ways. 
Our societies not only permit unjustifiable inequalities between parents; they 
also grant parents unjustifiable means of converting their own resources into 
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superior prospects for their children. In effect, then, children of disadvantaged 
parents suffer a double burden, relative to their more advantaged peers: they 
are competing against children of parents who (a) have access to illegitimately 
more resources, which (b) they can use to promote their children’s interests 
by illegitimate means. But, just as we do not object to all resource inequalities 
between parents, so we accept some of the mechanisms by which parents may 
convert resource advantages into superior opportunities for their children.

That is partly because we understand “resources” broadly. It’s tempting 
to focus on parents’ using their wealth to purchase developmental opportu-
nities for their children. It is certainly easy to conceive many ways in which 
parents’ market power is likely to affect their children’s development through 
differential access to better housing and schooling, computers and books at 
home, mind- broadening holidays, and so on. All of these do indeed happen 
and all of them disrupt fair equality of opportunity. But recent research sug-
gests that these mechanisms are actually less important explanations of why 
children raised in different families fare unequally well. It looks as if personality 
variables, preferences and choices that can be thought of as aspects or expres-
sions of people’s identities, and the kinds of cultural capital (or its absence) that 
result in large part from childhood socialization within the family, are more 
important. The correlation between parents’ and children’s economic position 
results in large part from the transmission, from parents to children, of those 
characteristics that were conducive to parents’ own success (or lack of it) rather 
than from parents’ own economic resources (or lack of them) in procuring (or 
failing to procure) developmental opportunities for children.18 The important 
“resources” that different parents unequally bring to parenting should, it seems, 
be conceived as features of parents themselves— what they know, how they be-
have, what they are like— rather than as the material assets at their disposal.

Moreover, not all the differences between parents that turn into unequal 
opportunities for children can properly be conceived as inequalities. Some  
inequalities of opportunity between children arise not because parents have 
unequal resources available to them but because parents make different choices 
about what to do with their resources. Children’s prospects depend not only on 
what their parents can do for them, but also on what those parents want to do 
for them.

On the one hand, different parents may simply weigh the promotion of 
their children’s interests differently, relative to the other things they care about. 
Few parents, however loving, regard their children’s well- being as the only 
thing that matters in their lives. Some will devote themselves to good causes 
(Charles Dickens’s Mrs. Jellyby in Bleak House comes to mind).19 Some will 
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devote themselves to themselves— to their own professional advancement, or 
intellectual output, or watching TV. Although parents surely bear onerous re-
sponsibilities, they are not morally required to subordinate their own to their 
children’s interests entirely. Variation in the extent to which parents seek to 
promote their children’s interests may lead to children’s enjoying (or suffering) 
unequal opportunities— even when compared to other children whose parents 
have the same resources at their disposal.

On the other hand, and more importantly, different parents will have dif-
ferent views about what their children’s interests are. We don’t mean simply 
that different parents will disagree about how best to further their children’s 
prospects of success in the competition for income and status, though that is 
surely the case. If they agree on the goal, then differences in judgments about 
how best to achieve it might better be conceived as inequalities in the resources 
they bring to parenting than as a difference in their preferences. Rather, dif-
ferent parents will disagree about what it is for their children’s lives to go well. 
Some may care above all that their children grow up to be devout worshippers 
of the deity the parents themselves worship; some may encourage their chil-
dren to eschew the rat race and material success and live a life of abstemious 
simplicity. The principle we have been discussing requires that, irrespective of 
their family background, children with the same abilities and willingness to use 
them should enjoy the same chances of success in the competition for income, 
wealth, status, positions in the occupational structure, and the opportunities 
for self- realization and fulfillment that come with them. Parents’ different un-
derstandings of what would count as success for their children may influence 
their children’s prospects in those terms.

In any case, the conflict between the family and fair equality of opportu-
nity runs deeper than many progressives have wanted to believe. If children’s 
developmental opportunities depended on their parents’ economic resources, 
so that economic (dis)advantage were transmitted from parents to children via 
the deployment of parents’ differential market power, then one could envisage 
seriously mitigating (if not altogether eliminating) that transmission through 
tax- transfer policies. For example, state schooling policies might be designed 
to disconnect the quality of children’s education from parents’ income, thereby 
helping to insulate children’s opportunities from excessive influence by their 
parents’ outcomes. But that kind of approach does not get to the heart of the 
problem. The inequalities between children, as far as their developmental op-
portunities are concerned, stem from processes more central to— one might 
say constitutive of— family life than egalitarians might have hoped. It seems to 
be the informal interactions— the bedtime stories, the talk at table, the family  
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culture, the parenting styles, the inculcation of attitudes and values (some con-
scious, some unconscious)— that make much of the difference to children’s 
prospects.

This suggests that the only way really to deliver fair equality of opportu-
nity would be to get rid of parent- child relationships— to abolish the family— 
altogether. Like everybody else, we think that would drastically misjudge the 
weight of the various considerations at stake. Intimate, loving parent- child re-
lationships are hugely valuable— for both children and parents. They are vital 
for children’s cognitive, moral, and emotional development, so are essential for 
children’s well- being when they reach adulthood, but, of course, they also con-
tribute hugely to children’s well- being as children. For many adults, those rela-
tionships are vital sources of joy, self- realization, and flourishing. Simply put, 
it’s more important that human beings get to enjoy such relationships than that 
they get a level playing field on which to compete for jobs, money, and status.

That is obvious as well as simple. But clarifying the nature of the conflict be-
tween the family and fair equality of opportunity is worthwhile, even if finding 
in favor of the former is hardly controversial. For nothing we have said rules 
out policies intended to make the distribution of opportunities more equal be-
tween those born to less or more advantaged parents. There remain strategies 
that leave families intact and seek to mitigate, neutralize, or compensate for 
their unequalizing effects. Careful explication of the various mechanisms cur-
rently producing those effects helps us to identify precisely which aspects of 
the family are indeed worthy of protection and which are not so important. We 
have suggested that the moral significance of the family rests on the intimate 
relationship between parents and children. That suggestion gives us a way of 
thinking systematically about the kinds of parent- child interaction that should 
and need not be respected by policy, or engaged in by parents, in particular 
circumstances. That suggestion will be developed in part 3.

Is Fair Equality of Opportunity Fair?

In the next section we will explore our rather cryptic observation that, for 
many, parents’ outcomes are children’s opportunities. Here we consider the 
somewhat unsettling implications of the empirical findings just discussed for 
the way we think about the principle of fair equality of opportunity. We pre-
sented that principle in Rawls’s formulation, as requiring that those with the 
same abilities and willingness to use them should enjoy the same chances of 
success, irrespective of their family’s social class. What offends fair equality of 
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opportunity is that family background tilts the playing field between children 
with similar levels of ability and motivation, by providing them with unequal 
developmental opportunities. But what about the fact that family background 
itself causes inequalities in abilities and motivations? It looks as if fair equality 
of opportunity has no objection to what, it now seems, is actually the main 
kind of mechanism by which parents influence their children’s prospects. If 
successful parents tend to raise more able and better- motivated children than 
disadvantaged parents do, and that explains why children tend to end up in the 
same kind of position in the distribution of income and status as their parents, 
then fair equality of opportunity seems to be satisfied.

Let’s be clear where the problem lies. We should not think of abilities, in 
this context, as developed abilities. Wealthy or educated parents are better 
placed than poor or uneducated ones to develop their children’s abilities, but 
that inequality in developmental opportunities is precisely what fair equality of 
opportunity condemns. “Ability,” here, means “native ability” or “natural tal-
ent.”20 Though the idea that children are born with different levels of “natural 
talent” has to be handled with great care,21 its emphasis on what people are 
born with— or born as— has the merit of directing our attention to the social 
processes by which whatever that is gets developed into relevant competences. 
Those developed “abilities” valued by labor markets are to a very great extent 
endogenous, the outcome of social interactions, rather than exogenous, or sim-
ply “given” prior to those interactions. Fair equality of opportunity is disrupted 
when children’s family backgrounds are allowed unequally to influence the de-
velopment of natural talents into relevant competences.

The problem is with the second half of the formulation, the bit about mo-
tivation. It is easy to see its appeal. People have equal opportunity to get (or 
become) something when they are equally able to get (or become) it if they try. 
Where one person is simply not willing to make the same effort as another, to 
achieve something she is no less able to achieve, then what she lacks is not equal 
opportunity but equal motivation. One reason to focus our distributive atten-
tion on opportunities rather than outcomes is precisely that we want people to 
be responsible for how they fare. That is why fair equality of opportunity fits so 
neatly with the idea of reward according to desert. If those born with the same 
natural talents have the same opportunities to develop those talents into mar-
ketable skills, we can regard any inequalities in their outcomes as deserved— in 
the sense that they will result from their own choices about how hard to work 
to develop those talents.

Except, of course, that children’s choices, their capacity to make an effort 
as well as what they choose to exert their effort on, are substantially a function 
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of their upbringing. How hard they work to develop whatever “native endow-
ments” they are born with depends hugely on how they are raised. As Rawls 
says, “the internal life and culture of the family influence, perhaps as much as 
anything else, a child’s motivation and his capacity to gain from education.”22 
Suppose that two genetically identical twins, born in the same hospital on 
the same day but adopted by different parents, go on to enjoy (or suffer) very 
unequal prospects, and very different lives, simply because of the less or more 
effort- encouraging familial cultures they will meet when they get home. One 
is adopted by conscientious, emotionally mature, reliable parents who instill 
in him valuable character traits such as self- discipline, perseverance in the 
face of adversity, and the ability to defer gratification. The other is adopted 
by parents who have never acquired those traits themselves and so lack the 
capacity to inculcate them. Suppose that adoption by the second couple would 
be better for either child than any alternative feasible option. We may judge 
that, all things considered, this inequality in prospects would be acceptable. 
But it is hard to think that there is nothing unfair about it. What seems to be 
unfair is precisely that the two children are not going to have equal opportuni-
ties in life.

Why object to the ways in which children’s different family backgrounds 
create inequalities in their developmental opportunities— their chances of de-
veloping their natural talents into relevant competences— while not objecting 
to the ways in which those family backgrounds create inequalities in their mo-
tivations or willingness to exert effort? Surely one of the main ways by which 
different sets of parents tend to produce children with less or more marketable 
skills is precisely by instilling in them a willingness to do what it takes— to 
make the effort— to acquire those skills. Even more fundamentally, perhaps, 
these motivational and character traits are themselves marketable skills. Punc-
tuality, self- discipline, and perseverance in the face of difficulty are precisely the 
kind of attributes that employers look for and lenders expect of those wishing 
to start their own businesses.

There is something very odd about a principle that condemns inequalities in 
the developmental opportunities enjoyed by children raised in different fami-
lies but confines its concern to those who are similarly motivated or willing 
to make an effort. That is odd partly because motivational factors so strongly 
influence the extent to which children develop their “native endowments”: 
being raised by parents who teach one habits conducive to success in the labor 
market is a developmental opportunity. But it’s odd also because such factors 
are themselves among the attributes that are rewarded in competitive market 
economies.
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Parents’ Outcomes Are Children’s Opportunities?

We introduced the idea of equality of opportunity as a somewhat commonsen-
sical and conventional conception of equality, by contrast with the implausibly 
restrictive idea of equality of outcome. Nonetheless, interrogating what would 
be required for the realization even of that apparently modest egalitarian goal 
suggests that it would be wrong for a society to pursue it wholeheartedly. Par-
ents’ outcomes are so closely related to children’s opportunities that the only 
way to realize equality of opportunity would be either (a) to deny parents the 
opportunity to acquire unequal amounts of the wide range of “resources” rel-
evant to children’s opportunities or (b) to block all the mechanisms by which 
those resources might influence children’s prospects. Neither strategy can be 
justified all things considered. We might want to pursue both strategies to some 
extent— perhaps to a far greater extent than we do at present— but we must ac-
cept some disruption of fair equality of opportunity if we are to allow parents 
and children to enjoy the goods of family life.

This way of setting out the issues, however, misses something important, 
something that renders the goal of fair equality of opportunity— indeed many 
variants of equality of opportunity— problematic or suspect in a more funda-
mental way. So far, the problem has been simply that parents’ outcomes are 
important causes of children’s opportunities. That is why the second strategy— 
preventing parents’ resources from influencing children’s opportunities— is 
conceptually coherent. We may not want to pursue it all the way but at least 
that strategy makes conceptual sense. A deeper worry is that children’s oppor-
tunities should count as parents’ outcomes— that parents’ outcomes include 
children’s opportunities. If so, then allowing parents to achieve that kind of 
unequal outcome just is to allow their children to enjoy unequal opportunities. 
And preventing them from promoting their children’s prospects just is to deny 
them that kind of outcome.

Think about what people are trying to achieve when they seek well- rewarded 
positions in the occupational structure. In the most general terms we could say 
that they are after better rather than worse lives— they want their lives to go well 
and they believe that achieving those positions will help with that. But of course 
they do not, typically, seek better lives only for themselves; they seek them also 
for their loved ones, including— often most importantly— their children. And, 
again of course, they do not want those rewards only so that their children can 
benefit in childhood, while those children are at home or dependent on the 
parents. They want them also so that they can help to promote their children’s 
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well- being in the future. As we discussed earlier, children’s well- being is, for 
many parents, a crucial component of their own well- being. Certainly that is 
a goal for which they exert effort and make sacrifices, and a goal that provides 
a guiding orientation for many of their most important decisions. Their chil-
dren’s having the opportunity for a better life than they would otherwise have 
is an outcome— perhaps, for some, the outcome— for which they are striving. 
Preventing parents from using their resources to promote their children’s inter-
ests would be to deprive them of the very outcome they had worked to achieve.

So it’s not simply that parental resource outcomes are causally related to 
children’s opportunities in ways that are morally valuable enough to make us 
judge it important to leave at least some of them intact. The problem with fair 
equality of opportunity is not the causal interrelatedness between parents and 
children so much as deep interconnections at the level of what it means for a 
person’s life to go well. In part, what it is for one parent to be better off than 
another is precisely for her to be better able to promote her children’s interests. 
The only way to give children a fair chance in life is to deny adults the oppor-
tunity to achieve— or fail to achieve— what many will regard as a crucial com-
ponent of their well- being. What many want the opportunity to do is precisely 
to benefit their children, in large part by developing their abilities in such a way 
that they are well equipped for the competitive processes that distribute impor-
tant goods. But the extent that we allow people to do that is the extent to which 
we fail to provide all with a fair chance. It looks as if fair equality of opportunity 
is conceptually coherent for only a single generation.

Parents have an interest in promoting their children’s well- being, but they 
also have an interest in getting a fair chance to do that. Where two parents did 
not themselves enjoy fair equality of opportunity as children, promoting their 
children’s interests will itself be among the things they lacked equal opportunity 
to do. Faced with this deep tension, all we can do is seek a considered way of 
balancing the different interests at stake, forming careful all- things- considered 
judgments about how to weigh them against each other. This is hard. To high-
light just one complication, the very fact that advantaged parents are able to 
promote their children’s well- being obstructs the ability of disadvantaged par-
ents to promote theirs. Because competitive advantage is so important for the 
distribution of good things in our societies, it is harder for poor parents to 
benefit their children if rich parents are allowed to benefit theirs. So disad-
vantaged parents, no less concerned to promote their children’s interests than 
advantaged parents are, can appeal to that shared concern itself as a reason to 
restrict the means by which parents may act on it.
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Beyond Fair Equality of Opportunity?

So far we have discussed the conflict between family values and equality of 
opportunity by focusing on a specific version of the latter. The family, we have 
emphasized, is a problem even for a rather conventional or mainstream con-
ception of that ideal. This section broadens the discussion more thoroughly, 
widening our horizons to raise more fundamental questions about that concep-
tion and the concept of equality of opportunity in general.

Notice, first, that the principle we have been considering is concerned only 
that people with similar levels of talent and motivation should enjoy equal 
opportunities. It is thus entirely silent on the question of how opportunities 
should be distributed between people with dissimilar levels of talent and mo-
tivation. Some problems with the motivational aspect have been touched on, 
but what about the other aspect, the focus on people with similar levels of tal-
ent? We explained earlier that this should be understood to refer to features 
that people are born with (their “natural endowments”), and mentioned some 
doubts about this approach. But suppose we put our suspicion to one side, at 
least to the extent of allowing that different people are born with somewhat 
different potentials to develop abilities and capacities likely to be rewarded by 
labor markets. The question then is this: why is it so important that people with 
similar levels of natural potential should have equal opportunities and, appar-
ently, not at all important that people with different levels should have them?

Think again of two babies born in the same hospital on the same day. The 
previous example made them genetically identical because we wanted to hone 
in on the differing effects that family background can have on people’s motiva-
tion. Now imagine babies— make them twins again if you like— who are geneti-
cally different: one born with a good deal of potential to develop characteristics 
valued by labor markets, another born with very little. Fair equality of oppor-
tunity has no objection to the idea that those two will enjoy (or suffer) unequal 
prospects. Many readers will agree.

Equality of opportunity is concerned to equalize people’s circumstances— in 
particular, their developmental opportunities. It does not require us to elimi-
nate inequalities in prospects that are due to differences constitutive of who 
those people are. It demands only the removal of the social barriers and silver 
spoons that prevent people from competing on level terms with those consti-
tuted like them. This fits with the idea that people can deserve unequal rewards 
for the exercise of their different constitutions.23 It’s problematic, on this ac-
count, if parents provide their children with unequal developmental opportu-
nities, but not if they provide them, via the inheritance of genetic character-
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istics, with unequal potentials to be developed. The former refers to extrinsic 
things, circumstances that affect how well off children are likely to be. The latter 
seem more intrinsic: change those and what you have are different children.

A more radical conception of equality of opportunity would wonder why we 
should think of people’s circumstances and their constitutions so differently. 
Some people will surely regard their genetic constitutions— their natural en-
dowments (or lack of them)— as regrettable circumstances rather than as a con-
stitutive part of their personhood. And even if others, perhaps more fortunate 
in the natural lottery, do view their own natural endowments as a crucial part 
of what makes them who they are, it’s not obviously fair that their good fortune 
should give them superior prospects to those not so lucky. A concern with the 
distribution of opportunities, rather than outcomes, reflects the idea that it’s 
fair for people to bear the consequences of their responsible choices. If so, and 
if people are not responsible for their genetic makeup (or “constitution”), then 
restricting one’s conception of equality of opportunity to the similarly consti-
tuted can start to seem rather blinkered. Why not hold that all people, however 
constituted, should have the same opportunities?

Perhaps the answer to that question depends on what it is that we want 
people to have equal opportunities for.24 We introduced fair equality of oppor-
tunity as concerned with the competition for jobs, or what social scientists call 
positions in the occupational structure. That’s because jobs are the main ways 
in which our societies distribute many important goods. When we think about 
jobs directly, it may seem right to limit the idea of equality of opportunity to 
the similarly constituted. It would be odd to want those born with a tin ear to 
have the same chance of becoming a concert pianist as the child prodigy. But 
that might be because we are factoring in efficiency or productivity consider-
ations rather than limiting ourselves to fairness alone. As we noted, fair equal-
ity of opportunity is appealing partly because it seems to combine two distinct 
ideas: inequalities of opportunity distort both the fair distribution of rewards to 
people and the efficient allocation of people to jobs. Clearly, given the nature of 
the activities involved, it would be inefficient to organize society so that all had 
the same prospect of becoming a CEO or brain surgeon (or an office cleaner 
or supermarket cashier), whatever their natural endowments. But that doesn’t 
show that it is fair for differently endowed people to have unequal chances of 
achieving the rewards that currently attach to those jobs.

Rather than thinking in terms of the distribution of opportunities for cer-
tain kinds of job, which encourages a confounding of fairness and efficiency 
considerations, we should focus on the benefits (and disbenefits) that those 
jobs bring to those who do them. “Jobs,” or “occupations,” turns out to be short-
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hand for a wide range of goods (and bads): money, status, safety, interesting-
ness, demandingness, degree of self- realization.25 With jobs understood as 
constellations of a number of different forms of advantage (and disadvantage), 
limiting our concern to equality of opportunity between the similarly talented 
looks less satisfactory. Maybe the talented and the untalented should not have 
the same prospect of becoming a brain surgeon or a CEO, but does that mean 
they shouldn’t have the same prospect of enjoying the various good and bad 
things that societies like ours distribute via those occupational positions? From 
a distributive perspective, it’s unclear why we should care about equality of op-
portunity only between the similarly constituted. Is it fair, for example, that 
those born with disabilities should have worse prospects, for those aspects of 
well- being, than others?

We could go further and query such an emphasis on jobs at all. It’s true that 
societies distribute important components of well- being through the occupa-
tional structure. But it’s not the only way those components get distributed. 
Why not care about the fair distribution of opportunities for all the things that 
make people’s lives go better or worse? Focusing on jobs (and on the distribu-
tion of opportunities to achieve them) makes sense if we want an easily iden-
tifiable, readily operationalized, indicator of people’s general standing in the 
distribution of socially distributed rewards (and of the opportunities to acquire 
them). But from a philosophical perspective it makes sense to broaden our con-
cern to compass other dimensions of well- being too. If, as we believe, famil-
ial relationships are, for many, among the most important elements of human 
well- being, then presumably we should be interested in equality of opportunity 
to achieve those.

Rather than conceive the family as an obstacle to the realization of equality 
of opportunity, which is how it is commonly regarded, and how we have treated 
it so far, we could think of familial relationship goods as themselves among the 
things that people should have equal opportunity for. This opens up a whole 
new agenda. In what ways does our society influence the distribution of oppor-
tunities for healthy, loving familial relationships? What can be done to make 
that distribution fairer? There will still be a conflict with the family, but now the 
questions will be why, when, how, and to what extent parents should be per-
mitted to favor themselves, and members of their family, when they could be 
helping others to realize the goods of family life. And, since we are talking now 
about intimate, affective, personal relationships, there are of course important 
questions about the role that social policy and political action may properly 
play in pursuit of a fairer distribution. What may the state legitimately do as 
regards people’s personal lives? What may it do without counterproductivity; 
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without, that is, interfering with relationships in such a way as to deprive them 
of the very qualities that make them so valuable?

We have been leaving unchallenged an unspoken assumption about the peo-
ple whose equal opportunities we might care about— that they are members of 
the same society. It’s been implicit in our discussion so far that the principle 
of equality of opportunity applies to people who are living under the same so-
cial arrangements, who are participants in what Rawls calls a system of social 
cooperation. Nothing we have actually said warrants that assumption, but so 
strong is its grip as the default view that we doubt that many readers will have 
been thinking about the desirability of fair equality of opportunity as between 
all human beings throughout the world. It’s worth wondering why we should 
think it unfair if children born to different families in the same society have 
unequal prospects while not similarly objecting to inequalities of opportunity 
between those born to different families in different societies.

The answer might depend on what the opportunities are for. One might 
think, for example, that when the issue is the distribution of jobs, it makes some 
sense to be interested particularly in fair chances as between children born into 
the society in which those jobs are held— though even that suggests a rather 
unrealistic and outdated picture, as if those jobs were not the object of global 
competition. But if, in good philosophical fashion, we abstract to generic “well- 
being,” then it becomes harder to justify the parochial idea that equality of op-
portunity between one’s fellow citizens matters, while the distribution of oppor-
tunities to live a good life, as between them and those born elsewhere, does not. 
Here, again, there will be important questions about the proper role of politics, 
about the state as the appropriate agent for the pursuit of our distributive ideals, 
and about what those ideals should be once we broaden our horizons beyond 
particular societies or political communities. Some philosophers believe that 
the state has a particular role to play in promoting distributive justice among its 
citizens, while it is simply not its job to pursue that goal on a wider scale; some 
that the idea of distributive justice does not apply on the global scale at all; some 
that it does but not in a way that involves claims about equality of opportunity.26 
Engaging with these issues would make this a very different book. Still, we want 
to alert the reader to, and our more detailed analyses in subsequent chapters 
will deliberately leave open, the possibility that, at the foundational level, our 
distributive concerns should extend, and perhaps extend equally, to all human 
beings, irrespective of the state or society into which they are born.

So far we have been discussing different specifications of the general idea of 
equality of opportunity. But one might wonder why our distributive concerns 
should be couched in terms of equality of opportunity at all. Equality of op-
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portunity has most intuitive appeal in competitive contexts.27 Think about the 
proverbial level playing field in its literal, sporting use. We want that field to 
be level because two teams are competing for the same prize. If one wins, the 
other loses; so anything that benefits one team simultaneously disadvantages 
the other. If one team is playing downhill, the other is playing uphill. That’s 
not fair (unless they change ends at halftime), and it’s not fair in a way that is 
harmful for one of the competitors. The same applies to equality of opportu-
nity as usually conceived as a distributive ideal for a society. If some children 
are born into families that give them a head start in the competition for inter-
esting or well- rewarded jobs, then those not so fortunate are not simply worse 
off than the lucky ones; they are worse off than they would be if all had equal 
chances. The fact that some have better opportunities is actively harmful to 
the rest— it reduces their opportunities. That’s because, at any given time, 
there are only so many interesting and well- rewarded jobs to go round. So 
equalizing opportunities is actually improving some people’s opportunities; 
it’s improving the opportunities of those who would otherwise have less.

All things considered, we may end up sacrificing some equality of opportu-
nity for the sake of other values— including family values. But our reluctance 
to do that derives mainly from the realization that we are thereby condemning 
some people to worse opportunities for jobs and their associated rewards than 
they would have had under equality of opportunity. But, once we are thinking 
about opportunities for well- being, then we seem no longer to be assuming a 
competitive or zero- sum context. Does your having more opportunity for well- 
being than I do harm me? It does if we assume that you and I are competing 
for a given stock of well- being, in the way that we tend to assume that children 
in the same age cohort are competing with each other for a given number of 
interesting and well- rewarded jobs or places at good universities. In that case 
your gain would be my loss, and we would indeed be in a zero- sum situation. 
But there’s no reason generally to think of well- being in that way, in which case 
the idea that equality of opportunity is what matters loses much, some would 
say all, of its appeal.

To value people’s having equal amounts of something, or equal opportu-
nities for that thing, when the total amount is not fixed, is to value equality 
even when equality brings no benefit anybody. That seems bizarre.28 Wanting 
to “level down”— to deny advantages to some people just because others cannot 
enjoy them too— looks more like envy than morality, a sin rather than a virtue. 
Better, it seems, to reject equality, strictly understood, and to endorse a differ-
ent distributive ideal; perhaps a variant of the “prioritarian” idea that, when 
assessing the value of distributions, we should give priority to the claims of the 
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worse off. The thought that we should care particularly about the prospects of 
those who have least seems to fit our intuitive views in lots of cases. It does not 
support leveling down (because by definition that won’t help the worse off), but 
it does support equality in those contexts where a more equal distribution will 
benefit those on the wrong end of an inequality. That is why some philosophers 
have argued that those who think of themselves as “egalitarian” do not, in fact, 
and strictly speaking, favor equality. Rather, they value distributions that give 
proper weight to the interests of the disadvantaged. Sometimes those distribu-
tions will be equal; sometimes they won’t.29

There is, of course, a good deal more to be said. While accepting the case 
against leveling down, we must bear in mind how many kinds of inequality of 
opportunity have adverse effects on those with less. If many goods have po-
sitional value, in that their value to their possessor derives in part from how 
much she has relative to others, then there will be many goods where making 
opportunities more equal will not in fact be leveling down at all. Some goods, 
like education, are manifestly positional. The competitive context makes it ob-
vious that some parents’ buying their children a superior education harms the 
prospects of others. Other goods we might call latently positional. Health care 
might seem different from education— it’s not obvious how one child’s being 
healthier than another is bad for the latter. But in fact the relation between 
health and educational achievement means that, in raising your child on a good 
diet and ensuring that she gets proper exercise, you are damaging the competi-
tive chances of less healthy children. That’s not to say you act wrongly when you 
raise your child to be healthy. All things considered, that is surely the right thing 
to do. Nonetheless, when we are dealing with positional goods, the case against 
preventing parents from conferring superior opportunities on their children 
need not be perverse or envious. We’d be leveling, but not leveling down.30

Many goods have a positional aspect, but few are entirely positional. There 
is also, nearly always, benefit to having more rather than less in absolute terms, 
not simply to having more rather than less relative to others. So we must also 
keep in mind whether the good we are concerned with is in fixed supply, so that 
people’s opportunities for those goods are competitive or zero- sum, or whether 
it is capable of increase. Even if the supply of jobs, and associated rewards, is 
fixed at any particular point in time, over time it is far from fixed, so there 
is plenty of room for unequal distributions of opportunities that benefit the 
worse off. Your raising your children to be educated and healthy may indeed 
damage the competitive chances of some other children. But if yours go on to 
increase the total number of good things in the world— perhaps, in particular, 
the number of interesting and well- rewarded jobs— and some of those good 
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things benefit those other children, then it looks as if we have a prioritarian case 
for permitting the inequality. It might seem odd to object to parents’ conferring 
advantage on their children in ways that give their children unfair advantages 
over others if their doing so tends, over time, to improve the opportunities 
available to the less advantaged.

Conclusion

With this last suggestion, we have now offered two reasons not to pursue fair 
equality of opportunity all the way. On the one hand, we must be prepared for 
children of similar talent and ability raised by different parents to enjoy some-
what unfairly unequal prospects of achieving the rewards attached to different 
jobs, since the alternative would cost too much in terms of familial relationship 
goods. On the other hand, some unfairness in the distribution of those pros-
pects could be beneficial for those who have unfairly less. In both cases, then, 
there are conflicts between fair equality of opportunity and other values.

Where an all- things- considered judgment means that a value or principle 
is not to be fully realized, we think it important not to obscure that fact. (This 
is, of course, the standard case. It is rare for one so thoroughly to outweigh 
the other that it simply trumps it, achieving what Rawls calls “lexical prior-
ity.”) The alternative, advocated by some (most notably Ronald Dworkin), is 
to allow conflicts to shape the very way that we understand the conflicting ele-
ments themselves.31 “Fair equality of opportunity,” on that kind of view, might 
mean “the kind of equality of opportunity that we should value, having taken 
into account the other values at stake.” On this approach, one should aim for a 
way of conceiving values or principles that allows them to form a coherent and 
systematic set, eliminating conflicts in the very process of conceptualization 
and labeling. It’s true that this is closer to the commonsensical or conventional 
way of dealing with the problem. In conventional political discourse, especially 
for politicians but also for the rest of us when we are thinking about politi-
cal choices, it’s problematic to allow or acknowledge incompatibilities, to ac-
cept that all good things can’t always go together. So there is an understandable 
tendency to allow one’s appreciation of the inevitable conflicts between val-
ues or principles to influence the way one conceives those values or principles 
themselves. But this often becomes unhelpful fudging. Better to keep clearly in 
mind the values or principles at stake, accept that they will indeed conflict, and 
be honest enough, with ourselves and others, to acknowledge that all- things- 
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considered judgments are going to involve a balancing act, and hence the in-
complete realization of any one.

That said, if we can present a position that can be justified to all, in the sense 
that it gets the balance of values right, then there is an important, quite differ-
ent, sense in which that outcome will be fair. It will not fully realize fair equality 
of opportunity, so for particular real people, even the right balance will be un-
fair in its effects. But, if we get the balancing judgment right, all things consid-
ered, we can still defend those effects as “fair” in a broader sense: all relevant in-
terests will have been factored in and accorded their proper weight. Abstracting 
from the particularities of their own situation, thinking about the interests and 
values at stake from a disinterested perspective, people would have chosen the 
proposed balance. In that sense, the judgment, and its implications for particu-
lar individuals, would be fair. And, because we will be able to offer that kind of 
justification of the distributive inequalities, our relationships with one another 
will have an egalitarian cast— they will be justifiable to us as equals.

The idea of fairness invoked here sees it not as one value to be weighed 
against others but as itself concerned with all- things- considered judgments. 
While it is important to keep clear on how our preferred balance of values will 
not guarantee children fair equality of opportunity (our first point), this per-
spective has the great merit of focusing our attention on what balancings of 
values really can be justified to those affected by them, especially to those who 
fare badly under them. It thus demands precise specification of the different 
domains of value at stake and careful consideration of the ways in which they 
conflict, and of how we should weigh them when and where they do. We need 
to know which of the mechanisms that currently disrupt fair equality of oppor-
tunity are worthy of protection despite their disruptive tendencies. Only with 
those— and only those— mechanisms protected, would we be able to justify the 
unfair inequality of opportunities to those on the wrong end of them. And only 
then would we enjoy the kind of justificatory relationship expressive of our 
fundamental equality.





Part two

Justifying the Family



Introduction

This second part of the book seeks to justify the family— to explain why it is 
good that children be raised by parents. It’s obviously good that they be looked 
after by adults, but what would be wrong with a system in which they were 
under the charge of different adults at different ages— specialists in dealing with 
young babies being replaced by experts on toddlers, who in turn would cede 
authority to those with advanced qualifications on the development of four-  to 
five- year- olds, and so on? Or if continuity of care is important, would there be 
a problem with requiring newborn babies to be handed over to state- run child- 
rearing institutions staffed by well- qualified professionals? Or would it be bad 
if groups of twenty or thirty adults lived together in communes and shared the 
tasks of child rearing, with no particular child being the particular responsibil-
ity of any particular adult? In none of these alternatives would children have 
parents, as we will understand that term, and societies that reared their children 
those ways would not have families.

Of course there are other entirely legitimate uses of “family” that, though 
different from ours, are not metaphorical. Constellations of cousins, grandpar-
ents, uncles, and aunts are described as extended families. (“He’s family,” we say, 
when explaining to a child why she should devote an otherwise free afternoon 
to a boring occasion in honor of a, to her, unknown elderly man.) Adults who 
live together intimately without children, and with no intention of raising any, 
think of themselves as families. Given some people’s insistence that state recog-
nition or support for relationships between adults should be tied to procreation 
and/or child rearing, it’s important to think of our stipulating parent- child re-
lationships as the key element in “family values” as motivated only by a desire 
for analytical focus on what we take to be particularly theoretically interesting 
issues. It is by no means an ideological intervention claiming “the family” for 
the project of bearing and raising children.

Talk of “extended family,” by contrast, fits reasonably well with our putting 
the parent- child relationship center stage. What the members of an extended 
family share, normally, can be thought of precisely as a set of interconnected 
and sometimes overlapping parent- child relationships. What is “extended” here 
is the parenting relationship, which is broadened to compass parents’ parents, 
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and their parents, and their children, and their children, and so on. We do 
not claim that the value of relationships between members of extended fami-
lies will be captured entirely by analyses that see them in terms of intercon-
nected parent- child relationships. A close relationship between grandparent 
and grandchild, for example, can be important in ways that do not depend on 
the chain of parent- child relationships linking the two. Nonetheless, there is 
usually something special about the fact that one’s grandparents are one’s par-
ents’ parents and one’s grandchildren one’s children’s children. In concentrating 
on the family conceived in terms of the parent- child dyad, we are evading the 
question of how to factor in considerations arising from the value of relation-
ships between members of extended families, a question that becomes par-
ticularly salient when, for example, the relationship interests of grandparents 
conflict with those of parents. It is an important feature of our view that adults 
benefit from exercising authority over their children, a benefit that dissipates if 
authority is shared with many other adults. Parenting by committee is not really 
parenting, and that remains true even if the committee is composed entirely of 
extended family members. Further work would be needed for us to have a clear 
view about how to incorporate the interests of grandparents, uncles, and aunts, 
and children’s interests in relationships with them, into our theory.

There is a strong and straightforward case for the idea that children should 
have parents, that children and adults should experience relationships of the 
kind to be described over the next few chapters. But it does not imply that chil-
dren should be raised by those adults who are causally responsible for bringing 
them into the world— their biological parents. For us, the fundamental reasons 
why children should be raised in families, by parents (rather than by a series of 
experts, or state child- rearing officials, or groups of adults living in communes), 
have little to do with biology. It is not the biological relationship that yields the 
distinctive goods that justify children’s being raised in families. Anybody will-
ing to accept that adoptive parents and adopted children can enjoy the kind of 
relationship we shall describe must acknowledge that what’s good about it does 
not depend on any biological connection between parent and child.

Our project, then, is more radical than it might seem. Our initial question, 
whether children should be raised by parents, is not the question of whether 
children should be raised by those adults widely regarded as already “their” 
parents. It’s whether there should be “parents” at all. It is, on our account, a 
separate and further question which adults should parent which children.

The notion of “biological parent” is multiply ambiguous. We can at least 
distinguish between an adult who shares some genetic material with a child, 
and an adult related to a child through the process of gestation. Our emphasis  
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on the significance of the emotional, loving relationship leads us to regard the 
second as more important than the first, since it is possible, perhaps likely, 
that such a relationship will have begun to develop in utero— more likely than 
that the mere fact of genetic connection will have fostered such a relationship, 
especially as an adult and child can be genetically connected without either’s 
knowing of the other’s existence. Biological facts are less or more relevant to 
the question “Who should parent whom?” insofar as they are associated with 
the parent- child relationship that, we insist, can develop perfectly well in the 
absence of any biological connection between parent and child.

So though we identify “the family” with a particular way of raising children, 
one in which children have parents and one that realizes the relationship goods 
we will set out in the following chapters, it should by now be clear that it is not 
that particular! It involves an intimate- yet- authoritative relationship between 
children and the adults who parent them. That kind of relationship is avail-
able not only to adoptive families but also to single- parent families and to two- 
parent families (and, perhaps, to three-  or four- parent families) in which both 
(or all) parents are the same gender.

How should one evaluate child- rearing arrangements? Evaluations of social 
institutions must consider the interests that they serve, and more specifically 
the contribution that they make to human well- being or, as we will sometimes 
say, to flourishing. First, and most obviously, there are the interests of chil-
dren: their vulnerability, the fact that, however they are raised, they cannot be 
thought to have had any say in the matter, and the impact of their childhood 
on their lives as a whole make their interests a priority. Second, adults: adults 
too may flourish less or more depending on their society’s rules about how 
they may and may not be involved in the process of child rearing. Finally, third 
parties: whether or not an individual is herself directly involved in raising chil-
dren, how her society goes about that business will surely affect her, since child- 
rearing arrangements are bound to have what economists call externalities.

Though useful for analytical purposes, this tripartite division is clearly ar-
tificial. Not all children become adults, alas, but all adults were once children; 
and all people, both children and adults, suffer or enjoy the negative or positive 
externalities of everybody else’s child- rearing arrangements. The framework 
is an intellectual tool for thinking about the distinct ways in which decisions 
about how children should be raised affect us all. Any individual pursuing just 
her own interests will seek to combine these different perspectives and come 
up with an all- things- considered judgment about which child- rearing practices 
would be, or would have been, best for her overall. We can approach the social 
decision in essentially the same way.
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Chapters 3 and 4 consider children’s and adults’ interests in turn. We put the 
case for what we call a “dual interest” theory of the family: that is, a justification 
that appeals to the interests of both. A separate chapter on third parties would 
be a distraction, so we shall begin with some comments about those accounts of 
the family’s importance that put its positive externalities center stage.

The claim that how children are raised affects members of the wider society 
is uncontroversial. Sociologists often see the family in functional terms, regard-
ing it as the social institution charged with the task of socializing naturally ego-
tistical infants into the norms and expectations of society as a whole. When the 
media talk about the family’s being in crisis or breakdown, the concern is often 
that it is failing to produce well- socialized, emotionally regulated, cooperative, 
productive, civically minded, morally developed adults. Some of this concern 
is doubtless directed at the well- being of the children themselves, but some is 
more interested in the dire effects on the rest of us. If children are running wild, 
unable to defer gratification, lacking in basic literacy and numeracy, and so on, 
that puts everyone at risk. We need them to become economically productive 
in their adult life because we are going to have to tax their future income to 
provide for our retirements; this generation’s long- term financial arrangements 
depend on the next generation’s being willing and able to take on the baton. 
They must also be prepared to comply with social norms. The society as a whole 
has an interest in children’s being trained to assume their role as citizens of a 
liberal democracy, with at least a basic capacity for tolerance and respect for the 
liberties of others with whom they may disagree.

Few think that responsibility for turning children into adults with such qual-
ities falls entirely on those charged with their primary care— all of us, via the 
state as our collective agent, are likely to be involved in the process too, most 
obviously through the provision of public education. But children’s relation-
ships with their primary caregivers are important for their emotional, moral, 
and cognitive development. And, so this argument goes, those primary care-
givers should be parents; if you want children to become the kind of adult that 
is good for the rest of us, then raising them in families is the right way to go 
about it.1

Though we focus on the goods that familial relationships provide for those 
participating in them, we agree with these claims about their benefits for third 
parties. Many of the considerations typically presented as yielding positive 
externalities— such as the emotional, moral, and cognitive development of 
children— are the same as those framed by our arguments as benefiting the 
children themselves. This happy alignment of the interests of children and third 
parties should not be taken for granted. It is, for example, contentious in the 
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case of children’s moral development, since it is more controversial to claim 
that it is good for a person that she act morally than that it is good for other 
people that she do so. In principle some ways of raising children may be good 
for third parties but not for children or those raising them. Still, we must keep 
in mind that all those third parties were, or still are, themselves children, and 
most are now adults, so any all- things- considered assessment of child- rearing 
arrangements will factor in the impact of such arrangements on them in these 
other roles, or with these other hats on. Taking that into account, we can set the 
interests of third parties to one side at this stage of the argument, though they 
will figure in part 3, when we consider parents’ rights to shape their children’s 
values.

We think of a person has having two kinds of interest. She has an interest in 
anything that contributes to her well- being or flourishing; anything that makes 
her life go better is an interest of hers. But she also has an interest in having 
her dignity respected— in being treated in ways that reflect her moral status 
as an agent, as a being with the capacity for judgment and choice, even where 
that respect does not make her life go better. The question of whether children 
have this kind of “dignity” or “agency” interest, and what kinds of treatment it 
implies, will be discussed in chapter 3.

Focusing here on the first kind, the “well- being” interest, we want to stress 
that, for us, people’s interests may be different from their wants or desires or 
preferences, mainly because they can be wrong about what makes their life go 
better. Well- being is objective, not subjective; things can be good or bad for 
people without their realizing it. So someone can have an “interest” in some-
thing, in our sense, without her being remotely interested in it. The evidence 
shows that, subjectively, many people have no interest in taking exercise. But if 
we’re talking about their objective or real interests, about what will in fact con-
tribute to their well- being or flourishing, then, given current levels of obesity 
and its effects, we are willing to claim that exercise is in their real interests.2

That is supposed to be a fairly unproblematic example. It’s fairly unproblem-
atic because the idea that people have an interest in good health is relatively 
uncontroversial; the unhealthy nonexerciser herself may well acknowledge 
that she’s not doing what would be good for her. Our accounts of children’s 
and adults’ interests over the next couple of chapters go well beyond this. But 
of course even this kind of case is perfectly open to challenge. Who can say 
whether a person’s life goes better if she eats less and exercises more? If she is 
not interested in being healthy, what justifies the judgment that she is making 
a mistake? An implicit skepticism about objective conceptions of well- being 
underlies economists’ tendency to take people’s preferences at face value, as 
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it were— de gustibus non est disputandum— and simply equate well- being (or 
welfare, as they tend to call it) with preference satisfaction. We hope to per-
suade the skeptical reader of our objective approach to interests and well- being 
by articulating, as precisely as possible, the content of some putative interests, 
making claims about what makes people’s lives go better, and considering the 
various reasons for accepting or rejecting them. That is the aim of the next 
couple of chapters, where we identify those well- being interests of children and 
adults that bear on the question of how children should be raised.

Those chapters will invoke a further term: “rights.” Chapter 1 attempted to 
defuse the worry that rights talk is inappropriate in the context of family rela-
tionships, and that relied on an implicit notion of what rights are. But the rela-
tion between interests and rights, on the one hand, and the difference between 
the right to parent and the rights of parents, on the other, require a bit more 
discussion before we can proceed.

For us, people have a right to do something when their interest in doing it 
is weighty enough that others have a duty to let them do it; they have a right 
to be given something when their interest in having it is weighty enough that 
others have a duty to give it to them.3 People can have interests in doing or 
receiving all kinds of things without having the corresponding rights. How do 
we decide whether an interest is sufficient to ground a duty in others? Two vari-
ables have to be taken into account. It matters both how important the inter-
est is and how burdensome the implied duties are. Lots of things would make 
our lives go better but in such trivial ways that it would be ridiculous to claim 
that others were under the corresponding duties. Some things that are indeed 
important to people’s well- being would nonetheless impose such unreasonable 
burdens on others, if they were under a duty to respect or provide them, that 
we should reject the claim that there is a right to them. This is only a frame-
work for assessing rights claims. When deciding whether people have a right to 
something— to speak freely, to vote, to receive health care, to have children, to 
choose their children’s school, not to be hit by their parents— we should think 
about whether their interest in it is sufficient to warrant holding others under 
the duties that would be implied if we granted the rights claim. All the argu-
ments for or against any given claim have still to be heard.

Although normally justified by the interests of the rights- holders themselves, 
sometimes rights are held by people other than those whose interests they serve. 
When someone is given power of attorney over an elderly relative, whether by 
voluntary transfer or by a judicial ruling, that person now has some rights over 
the relative’s affairs (for example, she may be given the right to buy and sell his 
property). But the person holding and exercising the rights, as trustee or fidu-



54 | introduction to Part two

ciary, possesses them not because they promote her well- being but because her 
possessing them is instrumental to the well- being of the person for whom she 
is acting as fiduciary.4 Many arguments for parents’ rights see them this way. 
Parents’ rights over their children— what others have a duty to let them do to, 
with, or for those children— are justified, at root, by the children’s interests, not 
those of their parents. We offer a variant of this view, but with a crucial twist. 
The rights that parents have over their children are indeed justified by appeal to 
children’s interests— parents should have just those rights that it is in children’s 
interests for them to have. But parenting relationships— and hence the family 
itself— are justified in part by the fact that adults have an interest in playing 
that fiduciary role. The contribution that familial relationship goods make to 
the well- being of those who get to be parents helps to justify the practice of 
children’s being raised by parents, in families, and it helps to explicate the basis 
of the adult right to parent, even though the rights that one has qua parent are 
grounded entirely in children’s interests.

Chapter 3 discusses children’s interests in being parented, as well as other 
interests that their parents must respect and promote as they go about that task. 
Chapter 4 is about the interests that adults have in parenting. Both chapters go 
beyond discussion of the relevant interests to make claims about children’s and 
adults’ rights. Yet it is not until part 3 that we move on to a thorough explication 
of parents’ rights. Distinguishing two questions helps to explain the rationale 
for this sequence. First, there is the very basic question of whether children 
should be raised by parents at all. To answer it we consider the interests of both 
children and adults, and find in favor of the family: “yes,” we argue in this part 
of the book, “children should indeed be raised by parents.” Though some of 
our reasoning may be new, the conclusion is not. The payoff, we hope, comes 
when we turn to the second question, which asks what rights parents should 
have over, or with respect to, the children they parent. That issue is a good deal 
more controversial than that of whether children should have parents in the 
first place, but in our view it can seriously be addressed only in the light of an 
answer to that more fundamental question.

The rights of parents, then, are the rights that adults have over, or with re-
spect to, the children they parent. Those rights are discussed in part 3. But what 
about an adult’s right to parent? Is the interest that adults have in parenting chil-
dren sufficiently weighty, and the burdens it imposes on others not so heavy, 
for that relationship to be claimed as a matter of right? If so, might an adult 
claim a right to parent not just any child but a particular child, such as one to 
whom she has a biological connection? We can ask analogous questions about 
children. Do children have a right to a parent, the right to be parented? Do they 
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have, as some have argued, a right to parents, to a mother and a father? Can 
they claim a right to be parented by a particular adult, or by particular adults, 
such as those who procreatively brought them into being? Though we will say 
something about these big and difficult questions, we cannot provide a compre-
hensive treatment; they need further specification before they can properly be 
addressed, and, on receiving that specification, they quickly disaggregate into a 
variety of different, and difficult, issues.

Consider, just by way of illustration, the right to parent, which is how we in-
terpret the right to found and raise a family inscribed in declarations of human 
rights. We could think of this as a negative right, on the model of the right to 
freedom of association; this might be formulated as the right not to be pre-
vented from parenting the children one has procreatively produced, which is 
how the right is conventionally understood. Even on this construal, the alleged 
right raises controversial issues. It is unclear, for example, whether it should be 
taken to involve the right to produce and raise as many children as one likes, 
even in circumstances, which many take to be our own, where there is a clear 
collective interest in limiting fertility for ecological reasons; perhaps our duties 
to future generations require us to interfere with people’s procreative freedoms, 
at least to some extent. China’s (recently relaxed) “one- child policy,” though not 
motivated exclusively by environmental concerns, is clearly relevant here. But 
we could also think of the right to parent as a positive right, on the model of 
the right to subsistence, education, or health care; here the right is to receive 
assistance in the business of acquiring children to parent. Suppose we take the 
latter seriously, as many societies seem to when they grant would- be parents 
access to fertility treatment. Interesting questions here already on the politi-
cal agenda include the extent of any right to assistance (most public health 
services ration the number of attempts granted to any would- be parent) and, 
more controversially, who is entitled to such assistance (would- be single par-
ents, same- sex couples, etc.). Here, too, though not on the political agenda, the 
redistribution of children from their biological parents to the involuntarily 
childless is a philosophically serious scenario. The fact that our approach gives 
no fundamental significance to biological connection gives us a distinctive 
take on such issues.

As with all rights, attempts to specify the content of the right to parent must 
take a view on the question of whether rights can conflict. On one view, all 
valid rights claims must be compossible or congruent; rights, stricto sensu, can-
not conflict. From this perspective, the duties implied by rights claims are not 
merely prima facie duties but conclusive, all things considered, duties. To say 
that somebody has a right to do something is to say not only that her interest 
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is weighty enough that others have a duty to let her do it, but also that there 
are no conflicting duties that are yet more weighty. On this view, we cannot 
specify the content of the right to parent until we have taken into account not 
only people’s interest in parenting, and the prima facie duties on others which 
that would entail, but also the rights of others and any competing prima facie 
duties. One implication of this approach is that people’s rights will vary with 
circumstances. For example, the question of how many children a person has 
a right procreatively to produce and parent will depend on the content of her 
duties to others, perhaps most significantly her duties to future generations. In 
a world where overpopulation massively threatened the most basic interests of 
future generations, which many claim to be our world, people may not have the 
same rights to parent that they would have in happier circumstances.5

Although we share the aspiration to philosophical precision that motivates 
this first approach, the chapters that follow will talk about rights in the some-
what looser way that allows them to conflict. This better corresponds to ordi-
nary usage. When people couch claims in terms of rights, they don’t, typically, 
take themselves to be asserting an all- things- considered judgment— one that 
has taken account of all the competing interests that might be at stake in the 
particular circumstances. They may indeed understand that such judgments 
will be needed for us to decide who should in fact be allowed or required to do 
what. But they conceive those judgments as involving the weighing of conflict-
ing prima facie rights claims. The rights of current would- be parents may com-
pete with the rights of future people, just as the right to privacy may conflict 
with the right to information, or the right to liberty with the right to security. 
To be clear, even on this looser view, rights still protect or promote particularly 
weighty interests. Taken on their own, other things equal, those interests are 
weighty enough to ground duties in others. But, in particular circumstances, 
they may be outweighed by other considerations, considerations that impose 
competing, and more morally urgent, duties.
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Children

The family is justified because it produces certain goods that would otherwise 
not be available, or, in some cases, would be much more difficult to produce. 
These goods— familial relationship goods— are enjoyed by children and by the 
adults who are their parents. This chapter will focus on the goods it produces 
for children, arguing that their interests are such as to support the claim that 
children have a right to be raised by parents— in families. First, we define what 
we mean by children and childhood. We then explain what interests are, and 
describe the interests we think children have. Next, we make the argument that 
children have a right to a parent, which involves three claims: children have 
rights; children are appropriate objects of paternalistic care; and for a child’s 
vital interests to be met, she must be cared for, consistently, by only a small 
number of people. We go on to discuss how a biological connection between 
parent and child relates to our account of children’s right to a parent, and con-
clude the chapter by looking, briefly, at the implied duty to parent.

Children and Childhood

What are children? The English term “child” has at least three meanings. It 
is sometimes used to specify a relationship: you are your parent’s child, just 
as your parent continues to be your parent, even when you are an adult, and 
even when you and your parent are both dead. Sometimes it simply designates 
people who are chronologically young— below the age of eighteen, or sixteen, 
or perhaps younger. Finally it is used to describe people who lack the capacities 
that are taken to characterize normal adulthood: children in the chronological 
sense remain the paradigm here, but it makes sense to say of a middle- aged 



58 | chaPter 3

man who has not developed normal adult capacities that he remains, and may 
always be, a child.1

We simply stipulate that children are people who, because of their age, have 
yet to develop the capacities that characterize normal adulthood. This excludes 
adults who lack the capacities that characterize normal adulthood, and chrono-
logical children who lack those capacities not because they are young but be-
cause they simply do not have the underlying potential (e.g., those with serious 
cognitive disabilities). Such people may have the same moral standing as adults, 
or as children, but there is a big difference between rearing a child who can de-
velop into an independent person and rearing one who cannot. Although some 
of our analysis covers most cases, some invokes developmental needs that apply 
specifically to children in our stipulated sense.2

Developmental psychologists discern several stages of normal development 
for children. Newborns are entirely dependent on others for their immediate 
needs and for the resources and conditions needed to develop adult capacities: 
independent thought and judgment, some degree of self- reliance, emotional 
self- control, partial control of their environment, and self- conscious communi-
cation. In favorable circumstances, children develop in fairly predictable stages. 
The social smile (by 8 weeks) is followed by flexible reflexes and one- word sen-
tences (1 year), walking, self- feeding, and self- recognition (2 years), symbolic 
representations, grammatical morphemes, and conjunctions (4 years) and for-
mal operations and rule following (8 years). Although “normal,” these develop-
ments do not simply happen: they require the right kind of care.

Similarly, children need the right kind of care to develop into emotionally 
healthy and successful adults. Stanley Greenspan and T. Berry Brazleton distin-
guish the following key stages of emotional development prior to adolescence, 
and comment on the kind of care needed to achieve it. A child must be calm 
and regulated and be interested and engaged in her environment. By 3 or 4 
months, infants should be able to focus on what they are touching, seeing, or 
hearing, without losing control. Nonverbal communication (6– 18 months) en-
ables children better to comprehend human interaction and to learn from it; by 
18 months, they have developed a sense of self and also begin solving problems 
with another person. They then gradually learn how to form a mental idea of, 
identify, and communicate their wants, needs, and emotions. Between 2½ and 
3½, children take these emotional ideas and make connections between differ-
ent categories of ideas and feelings. They begin to connect feelings across time 
and can recognize if one is causing the other.

From about 4 to 7½ years, children begin to understand that their parents or 
other carers are not simply substitutes for each other but are different people. 
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By the end of this stage, if all has gone well, children should have a firmer grasp 
of reality (though they still have an active fantasy life), are more emotionally 
stable, and can grasp more complicated relationships and experience a wider 
range of emotions. By 10– 12 they have usually begun to develop a more consis-
tent sense of self, and will usually experience the conflict between the desire for 
adult- like independence and the desire for security and dependence.3

Obviously, the extent to which children need the care and attention of oth-
ers, and the kind of care and attention they need, change over time. In infancy, 
if the changes described above are going to develop, they need intensive and 
attentive care from a more mature person.4 At 8 they need a fair amount of 
contact with other children, not necessarily of their own age, who do not have 
socially sanctioned authority over them; and at 12 they need a good deal of 
freedom from the intensive care and attention they experienced in infancy. In 
the discussion of children’s interests that follows, we shall sometimes refer to 
children, sometimes to young children, and sometimes to very young children 
or to infants. Specifying on every occasion the exact stage at which an interest 
or need is pertinent would be laborious, and we hope that the reader will be 
willing to accept occasionally vague formulations.5

What Are Interests?

Children come first when it comes to justifying child- rearing arrangements. 
Unlike most adults, children enter such arrangements involuntarily, and the 
quality of their lives as a whole, not just their childhoods, depends heavily on 
how they are raised. When we adopt a child- centered perspective, we are think-
ing not solely about that part of people’s lives that they spend as children but 
also about how their childhood impacts on their lives overall. The interests that 
children have in experiencing some forms of child rearing rather than others 
include developmental interests, interests in how that child rearing will influ-
ence their development into adults. So there are substantive as well as chrono-
logical reasons for us to discuss the way that children’s interests provide reasons 
to support the family, before we turn to adults’ interests. That said, we suspect 
it will be easier for readers to get hold of the way we invoke “interests,” and the 
specific issues raised by discussion of children’s interests in particular, if we first 
say something about the structure of adults’ interests.

Accounts of adults’ interests vary with accounts of well- being. While we 
do appeal to some substantive claims about particular constituents, we do not 
try to offer a comprehensive theory of well- being. For purposes of illustration, 
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though, here is Martha Nussbaum’s influential attempt to capture adults’ inter-
ests that do not vary (at this level of abstraction) across social contexts. Nuss-
baum claims that some threshold level of each of the following goods is neces-
sary for someone to have a successful and flourishing life:

Life: being able to live to the end of a human life of normal length;
Bodily Health: being able to have good health, nourishment, and shelter;
Bodily Integrity: being able to move freely about, to have opportunities 

for sexual satisfaction, reproductive choices, and being able to be 
secure against physical violations;

Senses, Imagination and Thought: being able to imagine, think, and 
reason in a “truly human” way, and having the education necessary 
to exercise these capabilities;

Emotions: “in general, [being able] to love, to grieve, to experience long-
ing, gratitude and justified anger”;

Practical Reason: being able to form a conception of the good and en-
gage in critical reflection about the planning of one’s life;

Affiliation: being able to live with and toward others, to recognize and 
show concern for other human beings, and having the social bases of 
self- respect and nonhumiliation; being able to be treated as a digni-
fied being with equal worth;

Other Species: being able to live with concern for and in relation to ani-
mals, plants, and the world of nature;

Play: being able to laugh, play, and recreate;
Control over Environment: being able to participate effectively in politi-

cal choices that govern one’s life and having real opportunities to 
hold property, seek employment on an equal basis with others, hav-
ing freedom from unwarranted search and seizure.6

We present Nussbaum’s list as illustrative, not definitive; it is just one ac-
count of adults’ interests. It is helpfully abstract: there are, for example, many 
different ways of playing, and many different ways of fitting play into one’s life; 
similarly, people vary in what they need to be well- nourished: women and men 
need slightly different vitamins and minerals. Understanding this can help dis-
solve potential disagreements about what people have an interest in. The claim 
that all people have an interest in reaching a high level of literacy, for example, 
may be countered by the correct observation that nomadic tribespeople in sub- 
Saharan Africa have no such interest. But we can say that both African nomads 
and U.S. Midwesterners have an interest in attaining the skills necessary for 
functioning effectively in the economy they will inhabit.
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Notice that Nussbaum’s list straddles the distinction, outlined in the intro-
duction to this part of the book, between well- being interests, which bear di-
rectly on how well one’s life goes, and dignity or agency interests, which bear 
on the extent to which one is able to manage one’s own life freely. Some items 
pertain directly to well- being; if you are undernourished, your life is worse in a 
vital respect than if you are well- nourished. But others relate also to the choices 
people are capable of making, and they may have an interest in being able to 
make those choices even if their life ends up going worse as a result.

Why is agency important? One reason is that people are usually better placed 
than others to judge what will serve their own well- being. Big decisions (such 
as whom and whether to marry, when and whether to have children, where to 
live, which of our talents to develop) and small decisions (such as what to have 
for breakfast, how many layers of clothing to wear, which novels to take on 
holiday) affect the quality of our lives. On the whole, people are likely to be the 
best judges of the decisions that will best promote or protect their well- being, 
and the occasional mistake can be thought of as a learning opportunity that will 
make their lives go better in the long run. But, further, in order for projects and 
activities to make their contribution to our lives’ going well, we usually need 
to endorse them, to identify with them to some extent from the inside.7 Even 
when we are not the “best judge,” judgment and choice are powerful mecha-
nisms for inducing the endorsement or identification normally required for the 
execution of a decision to enhance our well- being.8

That is not the whole story though. We can acknowledge that someone might 
have flourished more had she been made to act on the judgments of others, and 
still think it important that she was able to make and act on her own— because 
she thereby got to be the author of her own life. Respecting people’s mature 
capacity for demanding reasons of themselves and of others as justifications of 
their actions demands of us that we accept their judgments about their good as 
authoritative. This may be so even if it is demonstrably true that they would be 
better off acting on someone else’s judgments. We value human dignity, and it 
can be an assault on that dignity to be coerced or manipulated into doing things 
that reflect the judgments of others rather than our own, even if, on balance, 
what we are coerced or manipulated into doing improves our well- being.

The distinction between well- being and agency matters here for two rea-
sons. First, children’s agency interests differ from those of adults. Being treated 
paternalistically, even when that paternalism successfully identifies one’s good, 
can disrespect an adult’s agency interests (which is not to say that paternalism 
toward adults is never justified). But an infant’s being treated paternalistically 
need involve no disrespect of her agency interests, because those are entirely 
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future- focused; they are interests in becoming an agent in the future. As chil-
dren develop, gradually acquiring the capacities worthy of respect in adults, 
the nature of their interests in agency, and what is involved in respecting them, 
changes. Second, children’s interests in their future agency are important for 
understanding the task of raising a child. Adults are under a duty to raise chil-
dren so that, eventually, they no longer need the adults’ fiduciary attention. 
More, the duty is to try to ensure that children develop the capacity to make 
autonomous choices about how they are to live their lives. This makes raising a 
child very different from having a pet, or caring for an elder or someone who is 
severely cognitively disabled.

Children’s Interests

For our purposes, four features of children are especially significant. First, chil-
dren are profoundly dependent on others for their well- being. Often they are 
not the best available judges of what will promote either their own well- being 
or their interest in future agency, lacking both access to information and the 
rational and emotional capacities to process and act on whatever information 
they have. Second, they are profoundly vulnerable to other people’s decisions; 
when something goes wrong, it is likely to affect the whole of their lives, not 
just their childhoods, and its going wrong is normally because the decisions of 
another have failed. Third, unlike other people who are dependent and vulner-
able, children can yet develop capabilities that enable them to realize their own 
interests. The combination of these three features— dependence, vulnerabil-
ity, and the capacity to develop into nonvulnerable and independent adults— 
makes children unique. Finally, children, when young, lack a well- developed 
and stable distinctive conception of what is valuable in their life. These four 
features have consequences for how we should think about their interests.

Liberal theorists have tended to place a premium on adults’ agency interests, 
demanding that they be protected with rights to freedom of action, freedom 
of conscience and expression, and the like. Such rights are usually understood 
to require that individuals be permitted, and sometimes helped, to act as they 
judge best in the circumstances. This is not because liberals always value agency 
over well- being; it is assumed that respecting their choices is congruent with 
their well- being. But young children’s well- being and agency are not congruent. 
Infants have few immediate agency interests, if any: they need constant care, 
supervision, nutrition, interaction with others, and sleep. Toddlers may have 
some agency interests connected to their immediate welfare; to get immediate 
enjoyment and fulfillment, they may need to be able to express themselves, 
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and make choices within a restricted range. For teenagers, and even preteens, 
some of the value of being able to act on their own judgments is related to their 
dignity and not merely to their well- being and future agency. But even in the 
best circumstances young children’s agency is very limited in its ability to serve 
even their immediate welfare interests. Unconstrained, young children explore 
the world in a way that is largely uninformed about the dangers it presents 
and must constantly be supervised and restricted. They will consume poisons, 
walk into busy roads, fall through windows, drown in swimming pools, burn 
themselves on hot ovens, even if warned not to. Securing their future interests 
requires care and constraint; they have no countervailing interest in being the 
author of their own actions.

Granting agency rights to adults is also usually taken to have a protec-
tive function for their future agency and well- being interests. A young child’s 
agency interest is in becoming an autonomous adult, one who is able to make 
and act on her own judgments in the informed and reasoned way that com-
mands respect and usually tends to her well- being. She also has an interest in 
developing the capacity for a sense of justice— the ability to understand and 
internalize rules about how to treat others properly. Developing either or both 
of these capacities requires more than the mere indulgence of her immediate 
choices: she must be taught to empathize and sympathize, reason about prin-
ciples, think about moral rules, and discipline her own behavior. Young chil-
dren have limited understanding of the complexities of adult agency and at best 
a tenuous grasp on what it takes to develop the requisite emotional traits and 
cognitive skills to exercise it.

Typically, if children are raised in the right way and the right environment, 
their capacities change over time. They become better judges of their own well- 
being as they mature. They also become more adult in that their capacity for 
agency begins to command respect. Within certain areas of decision making, 
we might extend effective agency to a twelve- year- old or a fifteen- year- old, even 
though we know that her judgment is poor, in order to help train her to become 
a better agent; but we might equally extend her effective agency with respect to 
some parts of her life simply because we think that her dignity commands it.

We have distinguished children’s well- being from their agency interests, and 
their immediate from their future interests, and we have said that their im-
mediate agency interests are quite different from those of adults because, for 
the most part, they are interests in developing the capacities for agency that 
they will come to exercise as adults. This is some help to adults charged with 
supervising and caring for them, but not much. More guidance can be provided 
by distinguishing five categories of children’s interests; four are developmental, 
while the fifth concerns childhood itself:
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 1. Children need the health care, nutrition, shelter, and clothing adequate 
to their healthy physical development within the society in which they 
are raised.

 2. Children need education and upbringing that attends to their cognitive 
development sufficiently well that they become capable of the critical 
reflection necessary for autonomy, and able to operate effectively in 
the economy of the society in which they are raised.

 3. Children need the education and upbringing that enables them to 
understand their own emotional needs and dispositions, regulate their 
emotional life, and connect emotionally with other people.

 4. Children need the education and upbringing that ensures their de-
velopment into moral persons, who understand the basic demands of 
morality, are capable of regulating their behavior according to those 
demands, and are disposed to do so.

 5. Children need the freedom, support, and environmental conditions to 
enjoy their childhood.

How to meet these interests well is sensitive to context. So, for example, what 
precise nutrition and shelter are needed depends both on the prevailing level of 
social and economic development and on geographic conditions; exactly what 
cognitive skills are valuable depends on the needs of the society and economy 
in question. There is also bound to be disagreement over what it takes to meet 
their needs even within a particular context. For example, most societies with 
any measure of freedom contain controversy about what morality demands, so 
what constitutes success in moral development will be somewhat controversial, 
and even given agreement on what constitutes morality there will be debate 
over what kinds of child rearing and education will yield a moral child.

Whereas the first three categories all primarily concern the individual’s own 
well- being and agency, some might argue that the primary beneficiary of the 
child’s becoming a moral person is not the child herself but the rest of society. 
There is, in other words, a strong third- party interest in children’s becoming ef-
fective moral agents, able and inclined to respect the needs and interests of oth-
ers in line with the demands of morality. Sometimes, in fact, the individual may 
be made worse off by particular instances of acting morally, especially if the 
individual’s behavior will go undetected. Philosophers disagree about whether 
being moral enhances one’s own life intrinsically. But even if only because so-
cial institutions tend to reward moral behavior, children have an interest in 
moral development.
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While the categories are analytically separate, they are connected. Healthy 
emotional development serves healthy cognitive and moral development. The 
link with the latter seems obvious: someone who is unable to identify and regu-
late her own emotions, or to empathize with others, is not in a good position 
either to identify or to respect and promote their interests. The link with cogni-
tive development is less obvious but, according to Sue Gerhardt, recent devel-
opments in neuroscience have confirmed E. E. Cummings’s view that “feelings 
come first”: “It is increasingly being recognised that cognitions depend on emo-
tions .  .  . the rational part of the brain does not work on its own, but only at 
the same time as the basic regulatory and emotional parts of the brain. . . . The 
higher parts of the cortex cannot operate independently of the more primitive 
gut responses. Cognitive processes elaborate emotional processes, but could 
not exist without them.”9

Most philosophical discussions treat childhood as a period of life in which 
the person is waiting and preparing for adulthood. But our fifth category points 
to the fact that childhood is valuable in its own right. Childhood is not merely 
preparation for adulthood— if it were, then children who died before reaching 
adulthood would have lived worthless lives.10 Moreover, some goods may have 
value only, or much more readily, in childhood. We do not have a full list, but 
we think that innocence about sexuality, for example, is good in childhood, 
even though for most people it would not be valuable for their adulthood. A 
certain steady sense of being carefree is also valuable in childhood but is a flaw 
in most adults. These are what Samantha Brennan has called the “intrinsic 
goods of childhood,” and Anca Gheaus terms “special goods of childhood.”11 
Other goods are just more readily available in childhood than in adulthood: 
the capacities to feel spontaneous joy, to be surprised, and to be thrilled seem 
to diminish a good deal with age; while they are valuable in adulthood as well 
as in childhood, it may be unrealistic to expect them to be experienced with 
great intensity much beyond childhood but entirely realistic to think that many 
children can experience them fully. And, of course, other goods, like happiness, 
are readily available in both adulthood and childhood, but their value in child-
hood, as in adulthood, is not entirely dependent on their long- term develop-
mental consequences.

Do these interests justify the family? We think they do: in fact, we think they 
ground the claim that children have a right to a parent. The next section will 
explain what we mean by this and why we think it; we argue that children have 
some rights, and that these include the right to a parent.
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The Right to a Parent

The next chapter will argue that adults have the right to be parents, which in 
our terms is equivalent to the right to raise children in families. Here we are 
interested in whether children have the right to be raised by parents, that is, the 
right to be raised in a family.

This is not a question about the content of the law. What rights are formally 
conferred on children is of course important, even though many governments 
fail even to comply with the legislation they have signed up to. But our focus 
is on the normative or philosophical issue of what rights children can properly 
claim, and what duties can validly be claimed of others, irrespective of what the 
law happens to say. We read the question “What rights do children have?” as 
“What rights should children have?”

Article 7 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child states that “chil-
dren . . . have the right to know and, as far as possible, to be cared for by their 
parents”; Article 8 talks of “children’s right to a name, a nationality and fam-
ily ties”; while Article 9 says that “children have the right to live with their 
parent(s), unless it is bad for them. Children whose parents do not live together 
have the right to stay in contact with both parents, unless this might hurt the 
child.”12 Those claims may indeed be valid, but they refer to the situation where 
a child already has parents, or “family ties,” and attempt to pin down the child’s 
rights with respect to that particular person or persons. We are asking the more 
fundamental question of whether children have a right to parents at all, or to be 
parented, as such. If a society decided to raise its children in state institutions, 
would it be violating children’s rights to be raised in the particular arrangement 
we call the family?

Children’s Rights

It is more controversial whether children have rights than whether adults do, 
and the distinction between well- being interests and agency interests helps to 
explain why. Some theories of rights regard them as specifically protecting one’s 
ability to make and act upon one’s own judgments, within certain limits, in  
various areas of one’s life. The right to freedom of religion, for example, is sup-
posed to protect individual conscience and preferences for kinds of worship, 
so that the individual can conduct her religious and spiritual life as she sees fit. 
But on the account we have given, children lack the capacities for judgment and 
choice on which the idea that it makes sense to protect their judgments and 
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choices depends. Moreover, the decisions that they do in fact make are typically 
heavily influenced by the adults raising them. So it seems inappropriate to say 
that they have the same rights to freedom of religion and expression as adults 
have.13

These considerations, though valid, fail to establish that children cannot be 
rights- bearers tout court. Even if children lack the capacities for agency that 
are important in adults, they surely possess two interests that are important 
enough to warrant holding others under relevant duties. Children have the 
potential for those capacities, and the interest in developing them. Children, 
that is, have a right to experience the kind of upbringing that will realize their 
potential to exercise the kind of agency characteristic of normally function-
ing adults. In particular, as we shall argue in chapter 6, they have the right 
to become autonomous. Children also have interests in the conditions neces-
sary for their lives to go well, and those interests too are weighty enough to 
warrant ascribing them rights. Rights- bearers need not have well- developed 
capacities for judgment or choice, but are simply beings whose moral status is 
such that their well- being matters enough to impose duties on others— beings 
like ordinary human adults, ordinary human children, and, perhaps, some  
animals.14

None of this tells us the content of children’s rights. But we shall now argue 
that they include the right to a parent. The argument proceeds through two 
claims: their interests are such as to make them appropriate objects of pater-
nalistic treatment, and the most suitable setting for that treatment is the fam-
ily. Only an arrangement in which some small number of adults is charged 
with continuing responsibility for paternalistic treatment of a child— in which 
those adults are granted very considerable authority over her, and discretion in 
carrying out the tasks associated with raising her— will adequately protect and 
promote her interests.

Paternalism

Paternalism involves manipulating or coercing another person with the pur-
pose of serving her good.15 It seems obvious that paternalism toward infants 
and very young children is justified, since they lack any capacities for judgment 
and choice. If their interests have moral importance, then somebody other than 
them must be acting to ensure that those interests are realized. What is more 
controversial, though, is whether manipulating or coercing older children, who 
are developing capacities for judgment and choice, is justified.
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Given that even older children’s judgments are normally less informed and 
mature than those of adults, the case against paternalism may seem mysteri-
ous. Objections to paternalism toward children typically do not deny the moral 
significance of their interests. But, as mentioned in chapter 1, some advocates 
of children’s liberation reject much paternalistic treatment. In their view, de-
spite the appearance of incompetence, children do, or could, have the relevant 
capacities; if they lack them, that is precisely a result of their being treated 
paternalistically. Recent developments in the history and sociology of child-
hood have claimed that childhood, and, more controversially, the differences 
between adults and children, are socially constructed. Paternalistic treatment 
creates a kind of self- fulfilling prophecy: society treats children as incompetent, 
so they are incompetent; adults shackle children, so that they are dependent. 
Incompetence is not a biologically determined feature of people of a certain 
age; it results, rather, from the interaction between such people and the social 
environment that adults have placed them in.

Consider the analogy with women. In many societies, adult women were 
regarded as vulnerable and dependent— and they often were, because legal re-
strictions, nonlegal discrimination, and the sexist distribution of investment in 
human capital made them so.16 Similarly, black slaves in the antebellum South 
were widely seen as lazy or ignorant. But, since teaching slaves to read was il-
legal, blacks frequently were ignorant. As they had no claim on the proceeds 
of and no control over the conditions of their labor, they developed effective 
strategies for avoiding work. But they were not intrinsically lazy and ignorant. 
Their deficits, though real, were socially constructed. If children’s dependency 
and incompetence were similarly just a response to the social environment, 
paternalism toward them would lack justification.

Some sociologists question our ordinary assessments of children’s compe-
tence in making and acting on judgments for themselves about particular is-
sues. Priscilla Alderson has studied children’s consent to surgery, and, citing 
the testimony of surgeons, claims that children are frequently better decision- 
makers than adults. One surgeon had “come across a couple of [eight- year- olds] 
who are able to make decisions remarkably well. . . . If they ask an appropriate 
question leading on from the information, I think you can assume that you are 
able to communicate something they’ve taken in, and understood and can deal 
with.”17 Others point to the way in which many children across the world have 
valuable skills and contribute to their own and their families’ subsistence.18 Mi-
chael Freeman, invoking such claims, argues that children should have broadly 
the same rights as adults, and that, contrary to one of the considerations we 
drew on to support paternalism, “young children can be highly competent, 
technically, cognitively, socially and morally . . . some can be agents.”19



children | 69

Children’s capacities certainly vary across societies, and some children’s 
abilities, especially those deploying fine motor skills and abstract reasoning, 
exceed those of many adults. And the line between adolescence and adulthood 
is vague and ragged— plenty of sixteen- year- olds are more mature than plenty 
of twenty- year- olds, and the same is true for any four-  to six- year age gap from 
about fourteen on.

Despite these facts, three observations support paternalism toward children. 
First, claims about children’s competences should not be exaggerated. Although 
children are as good as adults at some things and even better at others, it does 
not follow that they can be agents in a more holistic way. Even quite young chil-
dren can develop one capacity well, enabling them to make reasonably good 
decisions about a small range of issues, but that does not justify regarding them 
as authoritative about their own interests, or anyone else’s, outside that small 
realm. Moreover, not all, or even many, children can develop the skills at which 
some excel.

Second, even for children with highly developed skills, a concern for the 
special goods of childhood speaks in favor of maintaining a paternalistic struc-
ture. Childhood is a period during which it is possible to enjoy being carefree, 
and not to have to bear responsibility for decisions about others or, to a consid-
erable extent, one’s own interaction with the world. Carefreeness is increasingly 
unavailable in adulthood (and, as our next chapter implies, many adults need to 
be burdened by certain cares in order to flourish fully). Providing children with 
agency rights that imply responsibilities, even if they are capable of the agency 
in question, may not be an unalloyed good for them, because the responsibili-
ties may bear on them in a way that deprives them of a good specific to their 
stage in life. A child who knows that her participation in the labor market is es-
sential for her family’s survival misses out on one of the special goods of child-
hood; so does the child who is the main carer for his severely epileptic parent.

Finally, the development and exercise of some capacities in childhood can 
have serious, and irremediable, opportunity costs for the development of other 
capacities that matter for the future well- being of the child. Children partici-
pating full- time in the labor market mending fishing nets, for example, are un-
likely to reach the levels of literacy and numeracy that would enable them not 
only to compete with others for scarce and unequally distributed goods but 
also to reflect on their life situations to make the best of them. Similarly, too 
much responsibility too early may be detrimental to the child’s healthy emo-
tional development.

The facts do not suffice to warrant abandoning the generally paternalistic 
stance that we rely on in justifying the family. Appropriate adults are justified in 
substituting their wills for those of children when doing so is in those children’s 
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interests, which it usually is for much of what we conventionally regard as a 
person’s childhood. In fact, children have a right to be treated paternalistically. 
If, as we have claimed, children have weighty interests in both well- being and 
future agency, interests that depend for their realization on their not being free 
to do as they will (run into the road, eat too much junk food, skip school), then 
respect for those interests itself demands that others act paternalistically to-
ward them. The scope of justified paternalistic action, and the means by which 
it is enacted, may vary widely depending on the child’s stage of development. 
But, in broad terms, adults have a duty to manipulate and coerce children into 
doing what will be good for them, or what will promote the development of 
their capacity for autonomy.

Why Parents?

But why should the family be the setting for the paternalistic oversight of chil-
dren’s interests? After all, there is much truth in the cliché that “it takes a village 
to raise a child.”20 On any reasonable account of what it takes to achieve healthy 
physical, cognitive, emotional, and moral development, one, two, or even four, 
adults are unlikely to be able to provide everything necessary without help from 
others. Consider what it takes for a person to develop the capacity for close 
friendship; undoubtedly parents play a vital role, but without substantial in-
teraction with other children and some with adults, some of which is unsuper-
vised by parents, a child cannot develop the independence and the judgment 
about other people, or the capacity for intimacy, needed. Children certainly 
need people other than their parents.21 But do they need a parent at all? Does it 
take a family— a parent— to raise a child?

Here, briefly, are four different possible arrangements for rearing children:

 1. State- regulated quasi- orphanages, in which children are raised by 
trained and specialized employees;

 2. Arrangements, such as those associated with kibbutzim, in which 
child raising is shared between “parents” and designated child- raising 
specialists. In the case of the kibbutzim, the main carer, or metapelet 
would typically live with other metaplot and a group of children, and 
children would have contact with their “parents” for about three hours 
a day;

 3. Communes in which a large group of adults collectively and jointly 
raises a group of children, with no adult thinking of herself as having 
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any special responsibility for any particular child, and no child think-
ing of herself as the responsibility of any particular adult;

 4. Families, in which a small number (no more than four) adults— 
“parents”— raise children.

Our claim that children have a right to a parent rests on the view that only the 
last of these is able reliably to meet some of children’s vital interests— because 
only a particular kind of relationship between children and adults is able to de-
liver what children need. That kind of relationship, and the goods that it makes 
possible, can arise only when authority (including the authority to act paternal-
istically) and care for a child are concentrated in a small number of adults. A 
fuller specification of the kind of relationship we have in mind must be deferred 
until part 3, where we discuss parents’ rights with respect to the children they 
parent, and the kinds of parent- child interaction required, permitted, and pro-
hibited by our “relationship goods” account. Here we aim only to explain why 
the family is better for children than these alternative arrangements.

A good way in is to identify the variety of roles or functions that adults 
play or fulfill with respect to children. Drawing on a range of research on child 
development, Shelley Burtt offers the following list, each item on which is suf-
ficiently distinct that, conceptually at least, it could be played by a different per-
son: Lover (Soulmate), Physical Care- Giver, Homemaker, Financial Provider, 
Socializer, Moral Educator, Teacher, Gender Role Model.22

As Burtt acknowledges, this is not the only way of dividing up the tasks, 
and there is a good deal of overlap even at the conceptual level (e.g., socializer, 
moral educator, and teacher). Still, her approach allows us to think about the 
range of things that children get from adults, and hence about the different 
ways of distributing the various roles between them. The “traditional” gendered 
division of labor in the home already gives us a model in which there is consid-
erable specialization between different individuals. In the stereotypical 1950s 
sitcom family, the mother is lover, physical caregiver, homemaker, and social-
izer; the father is the financial provider; they share the role of moral educator, 
serve as gender role models for the child, and typically outsource much of the 
role of teacher for children beyond the age of five.

Some of these roles can be played simultaneously by many people. Most 
children in rich countries have numerous teachers attending to their education 
and socialization. Many children have several financial providers— children 
from wealthy families are often provided for partly by grandparents and other 
relatives, and all rich countries have child- oriented state support for all but the 
wealthiest families. But one of these roles is vital: that of lover, or soul mate. It 
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is the key causal factor for many of the child’s weighty developmental interests 
that we identified earlier in the chapter, and, unlike some of these other roles, it 
cannot be widely distributed, nor played in turn by a series of different adults. 
For a child’s interests reliably to be met, she needs to be cared for by at least 
one adult who loves her, the loving relationship needs to be sustained over a 
long period, and the adult who loves her must be able to exercise a good deal of 
discretionary authority over her.

Especially during the first three years, children’s development depends on 
effective emotional regulation, which takes place through one- to- one com-
munication, most of which (initially all of which) is nonverbal in nature. The 
child receives visual, aural, and tactile cues from the carer, and comes to learn 
the world, and herself, by responding to those cues: simultaneously the carer 
gets to know the child. The carer must be highly receptive to the child’s signals 
and emotional responses, to both the carer and the wider world, and able to 
respond to her moment by moment. When a carer fails to regulate well, by 
giving unclear or confusing signals (e.g., by swinging between harshness and 
sympathy), or by failing to respond appropriately to happiness or sadness in an 
infant, then the child cannot form a clear regulatory strategy; children cared 
for in such a way are at higher risk of psychopathology later in life. Attachment 
theorists have long stressed the importance of intimate attachment between 
infants and responsive carers. Recent neuroscience concurs, suggesting that 
loving, responsive, available caregivers are doing two things: reducing stress 
and anxiety, thus keeping balance in the child’s stress response and limiting 
exposure to the toxic effects of the cortisol triggered by stress, and providing 
conditions in the brain for synaptic connections to be made, particularly in the 
“social brain” areas (e.g., in the prefrontal cortex).23

For all this to happen, the carer needs to be in touch with the infant’s states. 
But that requires the carer to know the child well, to understand what pat-
terns have been established. Similarly, for the child to learn how to regulate 
her responses, she needs to get to know the carer well. They must spend a great 
deal of time with one another, especially in the earliest years, in order to know 
each other well enough for the process to work. The carer needs to spend more 
time with her than more than a few adults could spend with her, unless they 
were all present simultaneously. But even if several were present simultane-
ously, the capacities of the infant are limited— she can focus on only one or 
two people at a time, and it is possible for her to get to know, intimately, only a  
few carers.

The infant needs at least one adult to be extremely attentive; if that atten-
tion is shared among too many adults, it cannot have the desired effects. But, 
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and this is where the authoritative aspect of the relationship comes in, she also 
needs to experience those few attentive carers as her central disciplinary mod-
els. In order to learn self- control, empathy, deferred gratification, and other 
modes of self- regulation— all of which are important for autonomy— the child 
needs to observe these traits modeled in her immediate environment, and in 
people with whom she identifies. For children, identification comes through 
love and admiration, which are themselves responses to loving warmth in the 
carer. The provider of the discipline, furthermore, has to be attuned to the needs 
and personality of the child. To give a simple example, disruptive behavior on 
an empty stomach is different from disruptive behavior animated by the desire 
for attention, and should usually be responded to differently. An adult attuned 
to a child often knows the difference intuitively, even if he or she could not 
describe the difference to a replacement carer. A carer who does not love or is 
not intimate with the child is less able to respond in the right way, and less able 
than a loving and intimate carer to elicit the child’s right responses. An unlov-
ing carer may perhaps command compliance through fear, but the important 
developmental aim of disciplining a child is not at- the- moment compliance but 
over- time internalization.

It is not only because the child needs to love her disciplinarian, and can 
love only a few people in the necessary way, that authority over her must be 
concentrated in very few adults. There is a more practical reason too. Adults 
have their own lives to lead, and the more of them there are, the harder it will 
be for them to coordinate their lives such that they can all remain closely within 
the child’s orbit— in modern societies people move considerable distances for 
employment and other reasons— and the more likely is conflict over the details 
of how the child should be treated. It proves difficult, often, even for both halves 
of a couple raising a child to commit to being on hand in the way required, and 
to negotiate a common approach to child rearing. As the number of parents in-
creases, the complexity of negotiation and coordination expands geometrically.

It is important also that those adults with authority over the child are ex-
perienced by her as acting at least somewhat spontaneously, and as having 
the discretion to act on their own judgments. Someone who, when deciding 
what to give for breakfast, or what stories to read at bedtime, robotically ex-
ecutes the detailed instructions contained in an official state- approved child- 
raising manual will hardly be providing the kind of loving guidance that tends 
to induce identification with the authority figure, nor herself experiencing the 
parent- child relationship as a source of joy and satisfaction in the way most 
helpful to the child’s development. The next chapter will discuss the interest 
that most adults have in a particular kind of relationship with a child— the kind 
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that we are calling a parenting relationship; we will argue there that the interest 
is weighty enough to give adults a right to such a relationship. But the rights 
that parents have over the children they parent are, for us, entirely a function of 
the interests that children have in being parented by adults with those rights. It 
is valuable for children that the adults who raise them enjoy the relationship. Of 
course, the job of raising children is onerous and costly in many ways, but the 
parent whose child is entirely a burden to her will not be providing her child 
with the kind of relationship she needs, however dutifully she bears and dis-
charges that burden. So it’s in children’s interests that their parents not be their 
slaves, nor slavish enforcers of an official child- rearing protocol.

The alternatives in our list could attempt to mimic familial arrangements. 
But it is very unlikely that the quasi- orphanages could do so with much pros-
pect of success. It may indeed be that particular employees of such institutions 
could develop a genuinely loving relationship with one or more of the chil-
dren in their charge, and it is just about possible to imagine such an institu-
tion granting those employees the kinds of discretionary authority that we have 
claimed to be important. In such cases, the employee would effectively become 
a parent. The contractual or professional aspect would not rule out the pos-
sibility of healthy familial relationships developing, though there is a question 
about whether children could develop the requisite level of trust in someone 
whom they knew to be acting according to a contract. But as a general rule, 
and if we are right that children need a single person to love them consistently 
over the course of their childhood, then the restrictions on freedom of contract 
required would be extreme, and the regulatory oversight very complicated. 
Employees of these institutions would have to sign up for many years, and not 
only could they not withdraw from the contract; they could not be fired, ex-
cept for the most egregious breaches of contract. Regulators would be highly 
constrained by the fact that once the relationship has reached a certain stage, 
the child has no realistic second chance of establishing an acceptable alterna-
tive. Of course, it is also true of parents in the family as we know it that they 
effectively sign up for a long- term and unbreakable commitment when they 
choose to raise a child; that is what being a parent is. But being a parent is not 
a profession or an occupation; a parent can change her job if she is unsatisfied 
with it (and lucky enough to have alternatives) without thereby abandoning  
a child.

Kibbutzim, or similar arrangements, might have better prospects. However, 
at least some research finds that children raised in these arrangements have 
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more difficulty establishing and maintaining lasting and intimate relationships 
than do other children. We are reluctant to base a case against the arrange-
ment on the psychological evidence, because although there are several stud-
ies, they are not grounded in a theory of emotional well- being that we could 
defend as correct, they are not conclusive, and, of course, they are studies of 
a limited number of specific instances of the arrangement, rather than of the 
arrangement itself; it could be that some variant of the arrangement that was 
never tried would have had results as good as those produced by family ar-
rangements.24 Still, one feature of the kibbutzim arrangements is worth noting. 
The fact that “parents” normally spent three hours a day with their children 
means the metaplot were not sole carers, but were always raising the children 
in tandem (and, according to some studies, in some tension) with the parents. 
This makes it unclear exactly how far the arrangements departed from the fam-
ily (on our definition).

Think, finally, about the commune arrangement we have described. Given 
the account of the child’s needs we have given, and the necessity of a single per-
son’s providing continuity, especially in the earliest years, it seems essential that 
responsibility for children be distributed formally as in the other arrangements. 
Some children may be, in effect, parented by a single person who informally 
adopts them, but the risk is that some, or perhaps many, children either will re-
ceive insufficient attention, or will not receive it consistently from one person, 
as seems to be required.

Of course, in addition to dividing the job up between themselves, it is com-
mon for those conventionally regarded as “parents” to devolve aspects of the 
relationship to others, with complex and subtle divisions of responsibilities 
in relation to the care of, and authority over, children. This includes those as-
pects that we have claimed to be crucial for children’s healthy development. We 
cannot get into detailed discussion about wet nurses, nannies, au pairs, child-
minders, babysitters, and so on, though the next chapter will say something 
about adults’ right to parent children, and why that is not satisfied by acting as 
a nanny, for example, As far as children’s rights are concerned, the important 
point, for our purposes, is that a complex division of authority and caring may 
be satisfactory for small children, since they are unaware that the people to 
whom they are attached do not really have authority over them, and may be 
fired at will, but this is likely to become problematic as they grow up and learn 
both of the precarious nature of that relationship and that their “parents” are 
outsourcing care but not authority.
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What Kind of Family?

So children have a right to be raised by parents, in families. What kind of fam-
ily do they have a right to be raised in? Nothing in our argument supports the 
claim that the two- parent, nuclear, heterosexual, biological family is the only 
legitimate family form. On the contrary, we believe that familial relationship 
goods can be well realized in many types of families. But care is needed here. 
We do not deny that, given currently prevailing social policies and norms, chil-
dren raised in certain kinds of family are likely to fare better, at least with re-
spect to some dimensions of well- being, than those raised in others. Moreover, 
we accept that, even though our account of the child’s interest in being parented 
involves no claim about the intrinsic value of the relationship with a biological 
parent, it may still be that children’s being parented by their biological parents 
will be better, on average, for children, than any other feasible arrangement— 
and for more universal, noncontextual reasons. If so, that would ground a 
child- centered justification of the biological family as the default, even though 
no child has a right to be parented by her biological parent.

Deferring the issue of biology, consider the various mechanisms by which 
being the child of a single parent might tend to produce worse outcomes for 
children than having two parents. The stigma in contexts where the norm of 
the two- parent family is very strong might cause the harm; here the fact that 
norms have changed so fast (and reflection on the case where single parent-
hood has resulted from the death of a parent) make very clear the element 
of cultural construction. Children of single parents also tend to grow up in 
poorer households. Studies that look at the differential outcomes, in terms of 
education and jobs, of children raised in different family forms find that some 
of the measured disadvantage accruing to children of single- parent families is 
due to their having fewer resources,25 not merely economic resources but also 
time, which is scarcer when there is one parent rather than two. Here too, it is 
not single parenthood in itself that creates the inequality; it is the way social 
institutions interact with single parenthood. If society wanted to support such 
parents so that their children had the same money and time devoted to them, 
it could do that.26 Perhaps, though, children with two parents tend to do bet-
ter for additional reasons: it may be more likely that at least one parent will be 
able to relate to the child in the way that she needs, or it may be that a single 
primary carer will tend to perform the role better if supported by someone else 
who cares about the child.

What about the more specific claim that not only do children need two par-
ents, but those parents should be of different genders? The UK organization 
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Fathers4Justice says that “no child should be denied their human right to a 
father.”27 Given that organization’s focus on custody and access arrangements 
after parents have separated, that might be understood as a claim about the 
importance, to the child, of continuing a relationship with someone with whom 
one has already started a parent- child relationship. Our concern here is the 
prior question of whether it is only two parents, of different genders, that will 
tend to be better for children, or can provide what children need and have a 
right to— the interest in emotional development probably being the most con-
troversial. Advocates of same- sex parenting cite studies showing that such chil-
dren’s outcomes are on average no worse, across a range of measures, than those 
of children raised by opposite- sex parents. As in the case of the kibbutz, we are 
reluctant to put too much weight on the studies because measures of emotional 
well- being do not necessarily align with what really makes people’s lives go well. 
Moreover, it is still much more difficult for same- sex (especially male) couples 
than for opposite- sex couples to acquire children, so there is an element of se-
lection that makes it hard to draw wider conclusions. Still, what evidence there 
is suggests that children raised by the same- sex couples who do become par-
ents are not worse off than children raised by opposite- sex couples. Even if the 
evidence did show them to be worse off, we could not conclude that same- sex 
parenting was worse for any deep reason: that may be a consequence of stigma-
tizing social norms. What would be needed in order to find that opposite- sex 
parenting was intrinsically superior is evidence that any disadvantages suffered 
by children of same- sex parents were not due simply to societal reaction and 
could not readily be avoided by appropriate interaction with nonparental adults 
of the other sex.28

We draw two lessons from this brief analysis, one about children’s rights, 
one about the justification of child- rearing arrangements more generally. 
First, what children have a right to is a relationship with at least one adult 
who will provide the child with the relationship goods that we have identified, 
which include discharging the duty of care to the child. Many single parents 
are well able to do this, so there is no general right to two parents as such. 
Where single parents lack the means or capacities properly to discharge the 
parental role, the proper response could be to provide them with the support 
they need. Where it is the societal or cultural reaction to single parenthood 
that deprives children of the kind of upbringing they have a right to, it may 
be the reaction that should change. The point generalizes: there are many al-
ternative ways in which societies could be organized so that children raised 
in different kinds of families would receive the kind of upbringing they have a  
right to.
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But, second, quite apart from the question of rights, it could simply be that 
some types of family tend, on average, to be better for children than other 
types— they are more likely to produce better outcomes for the children raised 
in them. If true, this is also relevant to the question of the kind of child- rearing 
arrangements that will be justified at the level of policy. It might, for example, 
help to establish some forms of family as the default, or as the kind to be sup-
ported or encouraged by state policy, even though the probabilistic consider-
ations in favor of that form might be defeated in particular cases where we have 
more detailed information about how best to meet the interests of the children 
at stake. But here again we must be careful to identify the mechanisms that 
generate the differential outcomes. These may be context- specific— depending 
on social policies and norms that could be otherwise. For example, not long 
ago children born out of wedlock were considerably disadvantaged compared 
to those born to and raised by married parents, partly because of stigma, partly 
because of the way in which law treated “legitimate” and “illegitimate” children 
differently. Those mechanisms could not contribute to a child- centered case 
in favor of the legal status quo of the time rather than to a case for changing 
norms and the law. To get the former, we would need deeper, less contingent or 
circumstantial, grounds for thinking that it was better for children to be raised 
by married parents.

With these points in mind, let’s turn to the view that children have an inter-
est in being parented by an adult to whom they are connected by biology— by 
what we might call their “biological parent.” For many people this is the core 
meaning of “parent”— witness talk about adopted children seeking out their 
“real” parents— but it is also somewhat vague, since it fails to distinguish be-
tween a person who contributed genetic material to the child (her “progeni-
tors”) and someone who gestated the child (her “birth parent”). With the ad-
vent of surrogacy and artificial reproductive technologies, that distinction has 
assumed considerable practical significance, but keeping it clearly in mind is 
in any case helpful for carefully identifying different variants of the claim that 
the family should be based on biology. Scientific developments have made it 
possible to separate in the real world aspects of procreation that were always 
analytically distinct, and distinct in a way that makes a difference to assess-
ment of the (widespread) idea that it is the biological family that constitutes 
the best way to raise children. The next chapter will consider a range of claims 
along these lines that appeal to the interests that adults have in parenting a child 
with whom they are biologically connected. Here we look solely at the child- 
centered case for biological parents.
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Our articulation of the child’s interest in a relationship with a parent makes 
no reference to biological connection. Nothing important need be lacking, from 
the child’s point of view, if she is raised by an adult without that connection, so 
children raised by adoptive parents have no complaint, no claim against their 
biological parents that they be the adults with whom they have a relationship of 
the kind we have described. Of course, one might think that those responsible 
for bringing children into the world must do what they can to ensure that their 
children have parents. One might think also that children’s procreators owe 
something to whoever takes on the parental role. But neither of those thoughts 
concerns the child’s interest in being parented by her procreators.

Perhaps our account of children’s interests simply fails to recognize the very 
important interest that children have in being parented by an adult to whom 
they are biologically connected. That interest, it might be argued, is weighty 
enough to ground a right to be parented by the people who brought one into 
existence. On such a view, someone who deliberately produces a child with-
out intending to parent her is wronging the child, or who, though capable of 
parenting the child well, chooses instead to give her up for adoption, deprives 
her of the kind of relationship to which she has a right. On that view, a child 
whose parents have no biological connection to her is necessarily missing 
out on something very important. If that were true, it would provide a child- 
centered case for supporting the biological family. But it is possible, and we 
will argue also more plausible, to hold a weaker view about the significance 
of biology: it may be that, other things equal, procreators are more likely to 
provide children with the kind of relationship that we have described, and per-
haps to serve their interests in other ways, than parents who lack any biologi-
cal connection to their children. Though weaker, that would point us toward a 
child- centered justification of the biological family as the default child- rearing  
arrangement.

As in the case of the two- parent family, assessment of any claims in this area 
requires care about the extent to which children’s interest in being parented by 
their biological progenitors is context- dependent rather than universal. If, for 
example, one accepted sociobiological (“selfish gene”) claims about progeni-
tors’ tending to protect and promote the interests of their offspring better than 
other adults, then that would surely constitute a strong child- centered reason, 
of the second kind, to endorse the biological family as the norm. One would 
then be relying on a view of human nature as fixed or given, at least on a rel-
evant timescale. But other claims in this area put greater weight on social or 
cultural processes that seem more readily imagined otherwise.
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Thus, for example, David Velleman has argued that “knowing one’s [biologi-
cal] relatives and especially one’s [biological] parents provides a kind of self- 
knowledge that is of irreplaceable value in the life- task of identity formation.”29 
By this he means not merely that it is important for children to know who their 
procreators are or were, in the sense of having information about them; the 
issue is “whether there is significant value in being parented by one’s biological 
parents.”30 One could accept the former claim while denying that there is any 
particular value to being parented by the people one has the relevant informa-
tion about. For example, it is plausibly in children’s interests that they should 
know about their genetic ancestry on health grounds, so they can better assess 
the risks of certain medical conditions and make informed judgments about 
screening and specific preventative measures. Closer to Velleman’s view, it may 
be that, at least for many of us, knowledge of our origins is important if we are 
to develop an adequate sense of who we are. Further, perhaps it is helpful not 
merely to know about but to have some contact with our biological parents. 
For him, one comes to know oneself not through introspection or by looking 
in the mirror, but by knowing other people like oneself, people with whom one 
shares a “family resemblance”— and the kind of “literal family resemblance” 
that comes from biological connection is crucial. “Not knowing any biological 
relatives must be like wandering in a world without reflective surfaces, perma-
nently self- blind.”31

But one can know people, in this sense too, without being parented by them. 
Velleman may well have captured much of what motivates adopted children to 
seek out their biological parents. Indeed, according to David Howe and Julia 
Feast: “The need to have a sense of genealogical and genetic connectedness 
appears strong. It is part of the drive that motivates people to search. Who do 
I look like? Where do I come from? Whom am I like in terms of temperament 
and interests, skills and outlook? But,” they continue, “although these needs 
trigger people to search and seek contact, they do not necessarily imply the de-
sire for a relationship. They are information led: they are designed to meet au-
tobiographical and identity needs.”32 One can accept Velleman’s view about the 
significance for a healthy identity of observation of, or contact with, biological 
relatives, without taking the further step to a claim about the importance of 
being raised by them.

Should we accept that view? If correct, it would be enough to support a 
child- centered case for the biological family as the default arrangement, an 
“other things equal” claim in favor of biological parenting: children should 
be parented by somebody, and the relevance of biology to the formation of a 
healthy identity establishes a presumption in favor of that somebody’s being 
their procreator. We do not challenge that presumption, but Velleman makes 
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stronger claims that will be relevant to harder cases, such as where the default 
has failed and the biological parent(s) are unavailable or inadequate, or donor 
conception, where adults contribute to the creation of children without any in-
tention of parenting them. In such cases— especially where the adult interest in 
parenting (discussed in the next chapter) is relevant— it becomes important to 
think about what kind of relationship, if any, with biological relatives is strictly 
necessary for a child to develop a healthy identity, and, insofar as biological 
connection does tend to be helpful, the extent to which the processes that make 
it so are culturally specific rather than universal. We could agree that children 
are owed the kind of parenting they need to develop a sense of self and the 
capacity for agency, while denying that they must be provided with what they 
need for the particular, biologically informed, identity that is currently cultur-
ally dominant. Perhaps, while discharging our obligations to current children 
seeking a healthy identity in a culture dominated by particular ways of finding 
it, we should also be challenging “bionormativity.”

The question of the nature of the interrelation between biological connect-
edness and social kinship (how universal? how deep?) is too big and hard for us 
to say more. For our purposes, it must be enough to point to the possibility— 
realized by many adoptees in practice— that, even in a culture that puts great 
store by narratives involving biology, children can develop a sense of identity 
that will allow them to live flourishing lives without knowing much, perhaps 
anything, by way of specific information about their biological relations, let 
alone being parented by them. It may be easier for them if they know, or even 
have contact with, their biological kin, but arguably that is because “the contem-
porary cultural context is dominated by the natural nuclear family schema.”33

The last couple of pages have treated “biological parents” (or “procreators”) 
as equivalent to “progenitors” (or “genetic parents”). It is the genetic rather than 
the gestatory connection that concerns Velleman, and his argument about the 
interest in biological parenting applies as much to fathers as to mothers. But 
considerations about children’s identity- based interest in their origins presum-
ably apply also to the— still very rare— cases of surrogacy, where the woman 
who gestated and gave birth to a child has no genetic connection to it. Children 
of surrogate mothers often want to know, or know about, the women who gave 
birth to them, and where genes and gestation coincide it may be the latter as 
much as the former that is of interest to adopted children. Insofar as we are 
concerned with the identity- based aspect of the gestatory association, the is-
sues take the same form as those just discussed.

But gestation may be relevant to parenting, from the child- centered per-
spective, in at least two other, typically mutually supportive, ways. On the one 
hand, it may be that, other things equal, a woman who has been pregnant with 
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and given birth to a child is more likely to parent that child well than are other 
adults. Thus, for example, Caroline Whitbeck has suggested that affection for 
one’s biological children, though partly influenced by socialization and accul-
turation, results also from universal “bodily experiences,” experiences that in-
clude pregnancy, labor, childbirth, and postpartum recovery.34 On this account, 
gestation helps to create the kind of bond of affection between birth mothers 
and newborns that gives good, child- centered, grounds for treating parenting 
by birth mothers as the default. This has the same form as the “selfish gene” 
argument for regarding biological parents as the default arrangement, but here 
the mechanism at work is gestation rather than genetics.

On the other hand, one might think that the pregnant mother and the child 
to whom she gives birth have already begun a loving intimate relationship, per-
haps the kind that our account regards as valuable. We will discuss that thought 
from the adult’s point of view in the next chapter, but it can obviously be framed 
in terms of the child’s interests too. It might seem arbitrary to treat the parent- 
child relationship as starting at birth, so if one holds that a child has a strong 
interest in continuing to be parented by the person who did the job for the 
first three months after birth, why not think she has a similar interest in being 
parented by the person who gestated her for the three months before that? As 
Anca Gheaus puts it: “If the same process which brings babies into the world 
also generates their first intimate relationships [with] adults, then relationships 
between birth parents and their babies need no justification: they are already 
there from the beginning. Adding the perspective of the baby, who also bonds 
with its mother whose voice, heartbeat and so on it can recognise during the 
last phase of gestation, gives additional, child- centred justification, to the right 
to keep one’s birth baby.”35 On this view, a child who is not parented by her 
birth mother suffers the severance of an already- existing relationship. Suppose 
that is true. Whether that prebirth relationship does indeed have the properties 
that explain why, on our account, a parent- child relationship is so important 
from the child’s point of view, and whether it is likely to be as harmful, for the 
child, to disrupt that relationship at birth as it would be to disrupt it, say, three 
months later, are issues that require further thought.

The Duty to Parent

Suppose we are right that having a parent is indeed very important. Claiming 
that children have a right to a parent goes beyond that; it claims that adults have 
a duty to parent children. Not to “parent” them in the procreative sense— to 
bring them into being (though there might be circumstances in which at least 
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some people would be under that duty too)— but to provide them with the kind 
of relationship we have described.36 As we have explained, the rights and du-
ties in question are prima facie rather than absolute, so the duty to parent may 
in principle conflict with, and be trumped by, other duties that fall on adults 
in particular circumstances. But even as a prima facie claim, some may find it 
implausible. We have emphasized the distinctive and intimate character of the 
parent- child relationship, and clearly parenting a child is a huge commitment 
for any adult to undertake. Many fail adequately to parent even those children 
they have themselves brought into the world.37 Can we really say that, for every 
child brought into the world, there is some adult who has a duty to undertake 
the challenging and onerous task of parenting that child? If so, then we are 
effectively accusing millions of adults of neglecting their duties, for there are 
surely millions of children in the world today who lack parents.

A couple of points of clarification may avoid misunderstanding— and per-
haps make our claim seem less absurd. First, recall, from chapter 1, the nature 
of the duty to love. Children need love— that is one of the crucial things parents 
can give them— but that kind of emotional response to another is not wholly 
susceptible to the will. Some people are not capable of loving others, and even 
those who can love some people are not capable of loving others. Since duties 
are moral imperatives, and since “ought implies can,” we deny that there can be 
a duty to love. The duty in question can only be to try to love— the duty to par-
ent is the duty to do what one can to provide a child with the loving relationship 
that she needs.

Second, when understood as a duty that falls on individuals, the duty to 
parent is best understood as the duty to play one’s part in ensuring that chil-
dren who need parents get them. Some philosophers think that rights can 
be claimed only where specifiable agents are under the implied duties. On 
that view, we would need to know which adult had the duty to parent a par-
ticular child before we could say that that child had a right to a parent. But 
we claim that children have that right without being able to say who exactly 
has the duty to parent them; we think that we can know that somebody has 
a duty to parent in advance of knowing who exactly that somebody is. This 
is like the claim that human beings have a right not to live in poverty— we, 
like many, are willing to assert such claims without being able to say who ex-
actly has the duty to do what to relieve poverty. In a sense, then, the child’s 
right to a parent could be understood as the right that adults get together 
and establish an institutional mechanism for assigning the relevant (per-
fect) duties to adults in such a way that every child gets a parent. We collec-
tively fail in our duties to children when we fail to establish such institutional  
mechanisms.
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Depending on how many children need parents, and how many adults there 
are willing to parent, such mechanisms may result in particular adults’ being 
assigned a duty to parent a child when they would rather not take on that role. 
Perhaps, for example, there would have to be a lottery to assign the relevant du-
ties. But that is not an absurd conclusion. Imagine that, after a shipwreck, you 
are among a group of adults on a desert island, one of whom proceeds to die 
in childbirth, leaving her newborn baby in need of someone to care for her. If 
none of you positively wanted to act as her parent, then the proper way forward 
might well be for you to agree to institute a fair procedure for deciding who 
should take on that role. True, you would doubtless also set up a support system 
for whoever was landed with the job, sharing out the various functions to the 
extent that was compatible with the child’s interests— so, for example, others 
might be expected to contribute to the material needs of the child, and of the 
adult now occupied with the task of parenting her. (This would be not unlike 
the way citizens of many states provide economic support to foster parents.) 
But if we are right that children have a vital interest in having someone to par-
ent them, then it seems that all adults have a duty to do their bit to try to ensure 
that an adult is willing to play that role, up to and including the duty to take on 
the role of parent themselves.

If the claims of the next chapter are correct, then that duty is less onerous 
than it may seem. There, we will argue that many adults have a weighty interest 
in parenting— indeed, the contribution that the parent- child relationship can 
make to the well- being of many adults is sufficient to ground a right to parent. 
In practice, we believe that some adults on the desert island would positively 
want to take on the role. The challenge is more likely to consist of devising a 
fair mechanism to assess competing claims to parent the child than coming up 
with one to pin the parental duties on reluctant adults, especially if an adequate 
support structure is put in place.

Conclusion

In order to develop into flourishing adults, and to enjoy the goods intrinsic to 
childhood, children need to have a particular kind of relationship with one or 
more, but not many more, adults. Of course, what exactly they need from it 
changes as they develop: an infant and an adolescent will have different needs. 
And, again of course, any child at any given time needs the relationship to 
supply a complex mixture of things: a feeling of being special, lessons in self- 
discipline, paternalistic authority within certain domains, and so on. When we 
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say that children need parents— indeed that they have a right to a parent— we 
are saying both that there is an essential core to what they need that is best 
delivered by particular people who interact with them continuously during the 
course of their development, and that those particular people are able to pro-
vide the combination of things needed at any particular time. Continuity and 
combination are implied by the idea that what children need is a particular 
kind of relationship. It’s not the same if different adults take charge of different 
stages, as if the task of raising children could be passed from one to another 
like a baton in a relay race. And it’s not the same if the different influences that 
children need are distributed across different adults, so that, for example, the 
person who loves the child might be someone different from the person who 
has the discretion paternalistically to substitute her judgment for the child’s 
own. Some change in who does what at different stages, and some functional 
specialization between different adults at any given stage, may indeed be com-
patible with children’s healthy development. But there is a particular combina-
tion of functions that have to be provided by the same person, or the same few 
people, for the child’s interests reliably to be met.

Formulating the value of parents to children by reference to children’s devel-
opmental needs can seem reductive. It casts parents as adults who fulfill partic-
ular functions for children, delivering or providing goods in a way that seems 
to turn the parent- child relationship into a machine for producing specific and 
well- defined outcomes. Our analytical approach perhaps encourages that kind 
of suspicion, but we hope it will allay such fears if we remind readers that the 
products in question are flourishing human beings, and human beings with 
such moral standing or dignity that their judgments about how they are to live 
their lives commands respect. The languages of developmental psychology and 
of philosophy may appear to pull in different directions; we aim to bring them 
together in fruitful dialogue. Similarly, we trust that our discussion has not lost 
sight of the crucial fact that what children need, above all, is a spontaneous, 
intimate relationship with an adult who loves them, one who acknowledges the 
intrinsic goods of childhood while caring about their well- being, and respect-
ing their individuality, enough to give them the huge amounts of attention, and 
the loving discipline, that are required for them to develop into the adults they 
are capable of becoming.
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Adults

Children have the right to be raised by a parent. But do adults have a right to 
parent children? The child’s right to be parented imposes duties on others, but 
parenting could simply be something that adults have a duty to (try to) ensure 
happens— whether by doing it themselves or by contributing their share to col-
lective arrangements that get it done. Many people want to be parents, but that 
doesn’t mean they have a right to do it— perhaps, instead, the activity of parent-
ing should be distributed only to those who would do it best. Would there be 
anything wrong with a system that distributed children to adults in the way that 
maximized the realization of children’s interests, even if it left out some adults 
who would be willing, and adequately good, parents?

We think that there would. Where the previous chapter looked at the goods 
that familial relationships provide for children, this one focuses on those that 
such relationships produce in the lives of adults. We argue that parenting a 
child can make a distinctive and weighty contribution to the well- being of the 
parent. It cannot be substituted by other forms of relationship, and it contrib-
utes to the parent’s well- being so substantially, and in a manner so congruent 
with the interests of children, that it grounds a (conditional, limited) right to 
parent. The goods in question are important enough, and children’s interests 
well enough served, to impose a duty on others to allow, and indeed to enable, 
adults to enjoy them.

The right to be a parent is a right to a relationship with a child in which one 
has certain rights with respect to that child. But what are the rights that the 
right to parent is a right to exercise? Does respecting that right require that 
parents be permitted to pursue their children’s material interests in ways that 
harm the interests of other children? If so, in which ways and to what extent? 
Does it require that they be permitted to indoctrinate their children into their 
religious or other views, or are there limits on the ways in which they may 
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transmit their values? Clearly one cannot fully answer the question of whether 
there is a right to parent without having content for the kind of relationship at 
stake. We need to know what kind of relationship we are talking about before 
we can know whether there is a right to that kind of relationship! But we cannot 
say everything at once, so we are simply going to defer, to part 3, discussion of 
the question of what rights parents have over their children. Our aim here is to 
describe the relationship, and the goods it contributes to adult lives, in enough 
detail to support our claim that adults have a right to it, but without getting into 
the details of what precisely the relationship consists in.

What’s Special about Being a Parent?

Given that children have a right to have parents, those people given the job of 
parenting a particular child will have a right to parent that child in the weak 
sense that others will be under a duty not to undermine the relationship. They 
will be accorded those rights over their children that are needed for them to 
discharge the parental role. But a right to parent, in that sense, is compatible 
with society’s allocating children to those adults best able to parent them, in 
which case the rights of adults to parent children would derive entirely from the 
interests of children. We think that adults have a right to parent in a stronger 
sense. Their right is fundamental, not derivative, in that it is grounded in their 
own interest in being a parent. To be clear, adults’ interest in being parents can 
ground a right only as long as its content fits with the interest that children have 
being parented. That interest, however weighty, could hardly justify the practice 
of assigning adults authority over children if it were incompatible with chil-
dren’s interest in the relationship we described in the previous chapter. In that 
sense, children come first, and an adult’s right to raise children is conditional 
on discharging the parental role adequately well. So what, for us, is the interest 
that grounds that right?

For most people, intimate relationships with others are essential for their 
lives to have meaning. Rather than being alone in the world, seeking to fulfill 
their own pleasures, people thrive when they are connected to other human 
beings with whom they enjoy deep and close relationships. These relationships 
are challenging— in an intimate relationship one does not fully control the re-
sponse of the other person, and one has to discern her interests even when she 
does not necessarily articulate them well, and act to further those interests and 
come to share some of them as one’s own. The love and voluntary compliance of 
others in a relationship, when recognized, contributes to a sense of well- being 
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and self- worth, as does successful attendance to the well- being of those others. 
A life without such relationships, or in which they all fail, is usually an unsuc-
cessful life. If there are exceptions, there are not many.

But our intimate relationships are not all the same— they are not substitut-
able one for another. People need more than one kind. Most need, usually, a  
romantic lover, someone to whom we can bare our raw emotions and who we 
are confident will love us anyway, with whom we share sexual love. We need 
lasting close friendships with people on whom we can rely for support when in 
need and who we know can rely on us, people with whom we can share our joys 
and interests. We also need more casual relationships— relationships of trust 
with people whose lives we do not know intimately but with whom we form 
bonds around some particular shared interest, project, or adversity. A success-
ful life is a life with a variety of successful relationships, including a variety of 
successful intimate relationships.

Many, perhaps most, adults need to be involved in an intimate relationship 
of a very particular kind in order to have a fully flourishing life. The parent- 
child relationship is not, in our view, just another intimate relationship, valu-
able to both sides but substitutable for the adult by an additional relationship 
with a consenting adult. The relationship is, on the contrary, sui generis, a re-
lationship that involves the adult in a unique combination of joys and chal-
lenges; experiencing and meeting these makes a distinctive set of demands on 
him, and produces a distinctive contribution to his well- being. Other intimate 
relationships have their own value, but they are not substitutes for a parenting 
relationship with a child.1

The parent is charged with responsibility for both the immediate well- being 
of the child and the development of the child’s capacities. As we saw in the 
previous chapter, the child has immediate interests in being kept safe, enjoying 
herself, being sheltered and well- nourished, having loving relationships with 
proximate others, and so on. She has future interests in many of these same 
things, but also in becoming the kind of person who is not entirely dependent 
on others for having her interests met, and the kind of person who can make 
her own judgments about her interests and act on them. The parent’s fiduciary 
duties are to guarantee the child’s immediate well- being, including assuring to 
her the intrinsic goods of childhood, and to oversee her cognitive, emotional, 
physical, and moral development. Four broad features of this relationship com-
bine to make the joys and challenges of parenting different from those that at-
tend other kinds of relationship, including other kinds of fiduciary relationship.

First, obviously, parents and children do not have equal power or stand-
ing. Children are not in the relationship voluntarily, and, unlike adults, they 
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lack the power to exit the relationship, at least until they reach sufficient age to 
escape— which will be culturally sensitive, since different societies will moni-
tor and enforce parental power with different levels of enthusiasm and effec-
tiveness. Children are vulnerable to the decisions of their primary caretakers, 
and, initially, wholly dependent on them for their well- being. An adult with 
supervisory power over a child has the power of life or death; and this is not, 
at least when the child is young, reciprocated. Less spectacularly, they have the 
power to make the child’s life miserable or enjoyable (within limits, at least at 
the enjoyable end).

The second difference between this and most other fiduciary relationships 
concerns the paternalistic aspect discussed in the previous chapter. The parent- 
child relationship routinely involves coercing the child to act against her own 
will, or manipulating her will so that it accords with her interests. So, for ex-
ample, we might lock away the bleach so that she cannot get at it, even though 
she has displayed great interest in it, or prevent her from having a third helping 
of ice cream, on the grounds that neither the bleach nor the ice cream will serve 
her interests. We might persistently serve whole- grain pasta in the face of her 
frequent (and accurate) complaints that it is tasteless, in order to habituate her 
to frequent intake of whole grains. We might engineer her social life in order to 
diminish the significance of a destructive friendship. Although in relationships 
with other adults we are obliged to take their interests into account, we do not 
have fiduciary responsibilities of this kind toward them. Indeed, if one saw one’s 
relationship with, say, one’s spouse in this way, one could reasonably be accused 
of being overbearing, disrespectful, or unloving. In intimate relationships with 
other adults (with friends, or spouses) one might advise and even argue with 
those people, but one does not routinely coerce and manipulate them, even in 
their own interests. To do so would be to fail as a spouse or friend, just as to 
refrain from doing so with one’s children would be to fail as a parent— recall 
our claim that the child has a right to paternalistic treatment. And where we do 
have distinctively fiduciary relationships with other adults— even with aging 
parents— coercing or manipulating them may sometimes be required, but it is 
not itself a key part of the job.

A third difference concerns the relationship of the fiduciary (the parent) 
to the interests of the principal (the child). When the parent- child relation-
ship begins, the child does not have specific beliefs about her own good. Later, 
when she does have beliefs, those beliefs have been formed in response to the 
environment structured by the parent and, if the parent has been caring for the 
child, by someone whose capacities have been shaped by the parent. The parent 
has a good deal of latitude in shaping the specific values of the child, values that 
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will guide her in her own life. (We discuss how much and what kind of latitude 
in chapter 6.) In other fiduciary relationships what the fiduciary should pursue 
is typically fixed by reference to the principal’s own beliefs about what is good 
for her, sometimes expressed directly to the fiduciary, sometimes (as in the case 
of advance directives) expressed previously. But the parent does not have and 
could not have such a standard to guide her. Of course the interests of children 
we have elaborated in the previous chapter should guide the parent. In particu-
lar, the parent has a duty to try to ensure that the child will become an autono-
mous agent, someone capable of judging, and acting on her judgments about, 
her own interests. This is a lengthy process, and one that does not just naturally 
occur but requires active support. For most parents it is emotionally as well as 
practically challenging to prepare a child who has been entirely dependent, and 
whom the parent loves deeply, to become her own person, capable of effectively 
challenging the parent and the parent’s values; capable, ultimately, of rejecting 
the adult if she thinks it appropriate. Three natural inclinations are frequently 
at odds with trying to ensure the child’s genuine independence: the inclination 
to be protective of the loved child, the inclination to promote her well- being ac-
cording to one’s own view of what that would amount to, and the inclination to 
hold on to her for one’s own sake. To overcome these inclinations successfully, 
when one really loves one’s child, is emotionally demanding. Successful parent-
ing is, in this respect, an exercise in maturation, because while the parent has 
the control that he needs in order to carry out his caring and fiduciary tasks for 
the child, he simultaneously learns that one should not control another person 
in the way he might like, and learns how not to exercise some of the control he 
does indeed have. For example, the parent must give the child opportunities for 
emotional and physical independence, putting the child in situations where she 
is at risk of failing, but in which the stakes of failure are sufficiently low that the 
child will be able to bear, and learn from, failure if it happens.

The fiduciary responsibilities of parenthood constitute a distinctive moral 
burden. But, of course, along with the moral burden come distinctive sources 
of satisfaction of a much less complicated kind. What children need from par-
ents is not simply the judicious exercise of expertise and authority, of the kind 
one might hope for from a lawyer or doctor or teacher. What’s needed is a 
relationship, and the kind of relationship children need from adults— a parent- 
child relationship— is also the kind that yields good things to the adults doing 
the parenting. There is the enjoyment of the love (both the child’s for oneself 
and one’s own for the child), but also the enjoyment of the observations the 
child makes about the world; the pleasure (and sometimes dismay) of seeing 
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the world from the child’s perspective; enjoyment of her satisfaction in her suc-
cesses and of consoling her in her disappointments.

The final difference from other relationships concerns the quality of the inti-
macy of the relationship. The love a parent normally receives from his children, 
again especially in the early years, is spontaneous and unconditional, and, in 
particular, outside the rational control of the young child. She shares herself 
unself- consciously with the parent, revealing her enthusiasms and aversions, 
fears and anxieties, in an uncontrolled manner. She trusts the adult in charge 
until the trust is betrayed, and trust must be betrayed consistently and fre-
quently for it to be completely undermined. Adults do not share themselves 
with each other in this way: intimacy requires a considerable act of will on 
the part of adults interacting together. But things are different between par-
ents and children. The parent is bound by his fiduciary responsibilities for the 
child’s emotional development to try to be spontaneous and authentic a good 
deal of the time, both because the child needs to see this modeled and be-
cause the child needs to be in a loving relationship with a real person. And, 
of course, the parent will often be inclined to be spontaneously loving. But his 
fiduciary obligations also often require him to be less than wholly spontane-
ous and intimate (despite the child’s unconditional intimacy with him). The 
good parent sometimes masks his disappointment with, sometimes his pride 
in, the child, and often his frustration with other aspects of his life. He may 
sometimes hide his amusement at some naughtiness of the child, preferring 
to chide her for the sake of instilling discipline; conversely, he may sometimes 
control his anger at similar behavior, substituting inauthentic kindness for the 
sake of ensuring a better end to the child’s day, or because she knows that her 
angry reaction is, though authentic, inappropriate. He does not inflict on the 
child, as the child does on him, all of his spontaneous reactions, and all of his 
emotional responses.

These four features combine to make the relationship between parent and 
child unlike other intimate relationships, and unlike other fiduciary relation-
ships. Children have a weighty interest in the kind of relationship that will meet 
their needs and promote their vital interests. Given what that involves— given 
how complex, interesting, and conducive to the adult’s own emotional develop-
ment it is to be the adult in that relationship— adults too have a weighty interest 
in being in a parenting relationship. The interest is distinctive, because what 
the relationship requires of the adult, and allows him to experience, is unique. 
Other intimate relationships, where those are consensual on both sides and 
in which the parties are symmetrically situated, are not adequate substitutes. 
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The relationship as a whole, with its particular intimate character, and the re-
sponsibility to play the specific fiduciary role for the person with whom one is 
intimate in that way, is what adults have an interest in.

The fiduciary aspect to the parental relationship with children has been 
widely acknowledged since Locke, and is given particular emphasis by so- called 
child- centered justifications of the family.2 Our claim here is adult- centered: 
many adults have an interest in being in a relationship of this sort. They have 
a nonfiduciary interest in being in a relationship in which they act as a child’s 
fiduciary. That relationship enables them to exercise and develop capacities the 
development and exercise of which are central to their living fully flourishing 
lives. The parent comes to learn more about herself, she comes to change as a 
person, and she experiences pleasures and emotions that otherwise would be 
unavailable.

It should be clear that the adult’s interest in playing the fiduciary role is 
deeply connected to the content of that role. It’s because of what children need 
from their parents that adults have such a weighty interest in giving it to them. 
Imagine a world in which human children didn’t need much more looking after 
than guinea pigs, or Tamagotchi toys. Imagine that they could develop into 
autonomous, emotionally well- adjusted adults, and enjoy the special goods of 
childhood, with that kind and level of input from adults. We think that, even 
in that hypothetical world, there would be some value to being the person 
responsible for ensuring that children’s interests were met. One would, after 
all, be responsible for the development of a human child, which is a weighty  
responsibility indeed, and it is good for people, it makes their lives go better, 
to take on and discharge that degree of responsibility. So when we say that, in 
our world, playing the fiduciary role for a child makes a crucial contribution to 
the flourishing of (most) adults, we do want that sheer fact of being the person 
responsible for the child to be part of the story.

But only part of it. Properly to see the weight of the adult interest in parent-
ing, we need to keep our eye not on the plain fact of being the fiduciary but on 
the content of what children need from those who are their fiduciaries. Chil-
dren have a right to a relationship with an adult in which that adult supplies a 
complex combination of things to the child. Adults have an interest in being the 
fiduciary, and parents’ serving as fiduciaries affects the significance, and hence 
the value, of so much else that happens in the relationship. But what’s really 
valuable here is not being the fiduciary per se but having the kind of relation-
ship that, in fact, is in children’s interests. It’s that kind of relationship which 
presents a distinctive challenge, and that kind of challenge which gives adults 
unique opportunities for flourishing.
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Adults can be involved in any number of fiduciary relationships. In our 
professional lives, as lawyers or social workers or doctors or teachers, we take 
on duties to serve the interests of our clients or patients or students. In our 
personal lives, too, we may find ourselves acting as fiduciaries for our aging 
parents, for example, if they cease to be able adequately to protect and promote 
their own interests. If we think about the difference between these other kinds 
of fiduciary relationships and the particular case of the parent- child relation-
ship, we can see that some elements in what is special about being a fiduciary 
for a child concern the fact that what we’re talking about here is a child. The 
moral standing of the person for whom one is acting as fiduciary matters: her 
possessing the capacity to develop into an autonomous adult, her degree of 
vulnerability to one’s judgments, her involuntary dependence on one, and so 
on. Failing adequately to discharge one’s fiduciary duties to a child would be 
different from failing to discharge those owed to a client or patient, or even to 
an aging parent, even if what was involved in fulfilling the duties were the same. 
But of course they are not the same. Other elements in what is special about 
being a fiduciary for a child concern what children need from their fiduciaries. 
They need a special kind of relationship— a relationship in which the adult of-
fers love and authority, a complex and emotionally challenging combination 
of openness and restraint, of spontaneity and self- monitoring, of sharing and 
withholding. It’s that kind of relationship that adults have an interest in too.

The fiduciary aspect remains central. Grandparents, or parents’ friends, or 
nannies, can have close relationships with children, and when they go well, 
those relationships will be conducive to the child’s interests and valuable to the 
adults too. Reading bedtime stories, providing meals, and so on, will be con-
tributing to the well- being of both. Still, there’s something distinctively valuable 
about being the person who not only does those things oneself but has the re-
sponsibility to make sure they get done, sometimes by others, and the authority 
to decide quite how they get done. The challenge is different, and the adult who 
meets that challenge enjoys a special, and especially valuable, kind of human 
flourishing.3

The Right to Be a Parent

We have deferred to part 3 the implications of our theory for what rights par-
ents, qua parents, have over, or with respect to, their children. Those rights, we 
will argue, are derived, in the sense that they are justified entirely by appeal 
to children’s interests. Parents have just those rights that it’s in their children’s  
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interests for them to have— the rights that parents need to have if the relation-
ship is to yield its goods to children. But even with our attention focused on the 
right to parent— which by contrast is grounded in adults’ own interests, and in 
that sense fundamental— important issues remain.

To claim that it’s very valuable for adults to be able to have a relationship 
with a child in which they play the fiduciary role with the content we have de-
scribed is to posit a deep harmony between adults’ and children’s interests when 
it comes to the business of child rearing. The kind of relationship that children 
need from the adults who raise them is the same kind of relationship that it’s in 
adults’ interests to have with the children they raise. That is not a mere coinci-
dence— it points to something profound about what it is to be a human being— 
but without that correspondence we could not infer that the adult interest in 
parenting is weighty enough to ground a right to parent. However valuable a 
way of raising children might be for adults, it could hardly yield a right to raise 
children that way unless it also met children’s interests in being well raised.

So the right in question is a right to parent. It is the right to have the kind of 
relationship with a child that we described earlier in the chapter. Adults do not 
have the right to raise children if they are not going to parent them properly— if 
they are not going to fulfill adequately the role of parent. To put the same point 
in its more conventional formulation, the right to parent is conditional. It is 
conditional on the adult’s being a good enough parent, on his discharging his 
fiduciary duties to an adequate standard. If he fails to protect and promote his 
child’s interests to that standard, then he forfeits the right to parent. Indeed, 
some have argued that adults wishing to parent should be required to pass a test 
of prospective proficiency, so that the right to parent would be conditional on 
formal approval. As a matter of course, conditions of that kind are imposed on 
those wishing to become parents by adoption, and it is arguably illogical that 
people are permitted to raise a child they have procreatively produced without 
any kind of evidence that they possess the capacities needed properly to parent 
it.4 Without taking a stand on that suggestion, we should be clear that, for us, 
the moral right to parent is conditional on one’s indeed possessing, and being 
willing to exercise, the capacities needed properly to play the role of parent.

But an adult can possess and exercise those capacities, and have the right to 
parent a child, without being a perfect parent. He doesn’t even have to be the 
best available parent. Our emphasis on the fiduciary nature of the interest that 
adults have in raising children— the fact that we posit a happy correspondence 
between the kind of relationship that is in children’s and adults’ interests— 
may seem to have eliminated the possibility of conflict between the two. If that 
were so, there would be no difference between our position and the entirely 
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child- centered view that regards the well- being of children as the only crite-
rion relevant to the assessment of child- rearing arrangements. On that view, 
children should be parented by whichever adults are going to parent them best. 
Children’s interests do come first, and not only because how they are parented 
affects their lives as a whole. But theirs are not the only interests at stake. The 
suggestion that an adult need only be “good enough” to qualify for the right to 
parent attempts to formulate the right balance between children’s and adult’s 
interests. Within certain limits, adults’ interests in being a parent can trump 
children’s interests in having the best possible parents. No child has a right to be 
parented by the adult(s) who would do it best, nor do children as a whole have 
a right to the way of matching up children and parents that would be best for 
children overall. Both scenarios could leave perfectly competent parents miss-
ing out on the goods of parenting.

Claiming that the right to parent a child is conditional on being “good 
enough” at the task raises a host of difficult questions. Some are conceptual: 
does “good enough” involve some absolute standard that a prospective parent 
must meet, or, to render our view plausible, must it be understood in compara-
tive terms? Since the idea is that an adult’s claim to parent a child can, at least in 
principle, outweigh a child’s interest in being parented by someone who would 
do a better job, then it looks as if it might be relevant how much better the 
alternative would be.5 Some are epistemological: to what extent can we know 
whether any given adult is going to be (or is likely to be) good enough? There 
will be clear cases where a parent, or prospective parent, has, alas, proved her-
self inadequate to the task, and where it is obvious that some other arrangement 
would be better for the child, but thankfully these will be the exception rather 
than the rule. In most cases the information that one would need to make such 
judgments will not be available, so it will doubtless make sense to rely on gen-
eral rules of thumb (such as assuming that the child’s biological parents will sat-
isfy the condition unless or until there is some evidence to the contrary). Oth-
ers are moral: what means of acquiring relevant information are permissible? 
Sometimes we could acquire better information about the quality of parenting, 
or prospective parenting, but only at the cost of excessive intrusion into people’s 
personal lives. Others are practical: are there ways of acquiring that informa-
tion that would not be counterproductive? Too much monitoring of what goes 
on in families would be inimical to the enjoyment of familial relationship goods 
themselves.

We cannot engage with all these complexities here, but it is worth noting two 
reasons why, in practice, the conditions an adult must meet in order to retain 
parental rights over a child are different from those that she must meet in order 
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to be granted those rights in the first place. First, it is worse to sever such a re-
lationship than not to allow it to start. How bad it is to break the relationship— 
the cost of disruption— will of course depend on various considerations, such 
as how long it has been going on and the age of the child. But, generally speak-
ing, once an adult has begun raising a child, both child and adult have an inter-
est in that relationship’s continuing, and the value of continuity of attachment 
must be factored in to judgments about who is best placed to raise the child. 
Children of parents who fail to provide what we would normally expect of a 
“good enough” parent are likely to be particularly vulnerable to bad outcomes, 
so their interests, rather than those of their parents, and other prospective par-
ents, will usually be decisive. Somewhat paradoxically, then, considerations of 
continuity may weigh especially heavily in their case and lead to their being 
left in the care of parents who in other ways fall short of the “good enough” 
standard. Depending on what alternative arrangements for raising the child 
are available— and state institutions have generally been very bad at providing 
children with a decent start in life— it may yet be that a parent who is not “good 
enough” is nonetheless a child’s best hope. In such cases, we might think that 
the parent’s inadequacy means that she has forfeited the right to parent, but she 
nonetheless remains the best person to exercise parental rights over the child 
she is parenting.

Second, the right to parent is the right to enjoy a relationship that is some-
what resilient; it matters that the relationship with a child one is parenting be 
secure against circumstances that could be sufficient to defeat a claim to initiate 
such a relationship. Imagine being a parent in a world where one’s child was 
liable to be removed just because it turned out, or was discovered, that some 
alternative arrangement would be better for her. The fact that continuity is itself 
valuable for the child means that this is less likely to happen than it would oth-
erwise be— being the current parent of a child itself makes one a better parent 
for her than one would otherwise be. But, still, it might become apparent that, 
even with that taken into account, somebody else would do a better job. The 
parent- child relationship would be vulnerable to empirical happenstance in a 
way that would undermine its capacity to produce the goods we have talked 
about. “Good enough” parents would continually worry that they might lose 
their relationship with their children. Children would be aware that the famil-
ial relationship was vulnerable in this way. Again, there is an element of para-
dox here: it is better for children— and for adults— if not too much depends on 
how well children are being parented. Both have rights to a relationship that is  
robust against fine- tuned comparative judgments about different adults’ rela-
tive likelihood of parenting children well. Such judgments may indeed be 
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relevant to questions of initial allocation, as it were. Think about an idealized 
adoption system in which many adults all had the same interest in parenting 
and there were not enough children to go round. In that case it would make 
good sense to attend carefully to the question of who is likely to parent which 
children best. But, once the children had been allocated, the right to parent, and 
to be parented, is the right to a relationship that is not so directly at the mercy 
of revised judgments of that kind.

These considerations explain why, in practice, the bar a parent has to meet in 
order to count as “good enough” to continue parenting a child may not be much 
higher than the standard “abuse and neglect” condition. Even modern welfare 
states have been notoriously bad at providing superior child- rearing arrange-
ments for children who are in abusive and neglectful situations. Removing a 
child from her family home puts the child at risk twice; first by exposing her to 
the traumatic transition away from the parents, and second by placing her in 
an alternative environment that, often, is no better, but which would have to be 
considerably better in order to compensate for the transition costs. Add in the 
value of the relationship’s being secure against disruption, and (what we will 
emphasize in part 3) the likely cost to familial relationship goods of the kinds 
of monitoring of the parent- child relationship that would be needed to make 
finer judgments, and one can see why it would be problematic for state agencies 
to work with any more demanding condition.

Is This Picture of Parenting Too Rosy?

Arguing for the child’s right to have a parent, in chapter 3, we mentioned the 
worry that the implied duty— the duty to parent— might be implausibly oner-
ous, and offered the hope that this chapter would help to allay that concern. 
Here we have claimed that, far from being an undue burden, parenting typically 
contributes weightily and distinctively to the parent’s well- being. Is this picture 
too rosy? Perhaps so, but before the reader reaches that conclusion, we should 
head off two potential misunderstandings.

First, for many, parenthood is a source of deep anxiety and frustration. It 
is a vital source of flourishing only if it is carried out in a social environment 
that renders its challenges superable. So, for example, poverty and the multiple 
disadvantages that accompany it can easily create an environment in which it is 
very difficult even to develop, let alone to exercise, the cognitive and emotional 
skills that successful parenting requires. Meanwhile children raised in poverty 
are typically at much higher risk of very bad outcomes than more advantaged 
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children, so that parents seeking conscientiously to protect their children from 
such outcomes require greater internal resources than are needed by the par-
ents of more advantaged children. Adults’ interest in the kind of parent- child 
relationship we have described is an interest in parenting a child in circum-
stances that will indeed enable them to realize the goods we have identified. 
This will have important implications for social policy in a society that claims 
to care about family values.

Second, parenting a child is not all- consuming. It’s true that, done properly, 
raising a child severely limits one’s opportunities to do other things. Some peo-
ple choose not to be parents for precisely that reason. It’s true also that raising 
a child is likely to be one of the most important things one does with one’s life. 
As Eamonn Callan says, “success or failure in the task, as measured by whatever 
standards we take to be relevant, is likely to affect profoundly our overall sense 
of how well or badly our lives have gone.”6 But despite the interest in the fidu-
ciary aspect of the role, parents should not be slaves, entirely and continually 
subordinating their own interests to those of their children, or always putting 
their children first. We shall explain this more fully in part 3, where we discuss 
parents’ rights over their children in some detail. Any reader skeptical about the 
next few paragraphs should suspend her disbelief till then. But it will be helpful 
to set out briefly here two different ways in which parenting is not like slavery.

On the one hand, parents are not only parents. Quite how much of one’s 
time and energy parenting demands will vary with the age of the child, but 
generally speaking it is perfectly possible to parent well while performing 
other roles and pursuing other interests. It is common to talk about the “best 
interests” of the child, and that may indeed be an appropriate practical crite-
rion for adjudicating custody disputes where things have gone wrong and the 
child is likely to be at serious risk of harm. But it is not plausible to expect par-
ents always and single- mindedly to pursue their child’s best interests. Adults 
who parent will also have lives of their own to lead— they will have rights and 
duties that have nothing to do with the fact that they are parents— and it is 
quite appropriate for them sometimes to weigh their own interests, and their 
duties to others, against those of their children. Imagine someone who, as well 
as being a parent, and accepting our view of the fiduciary duties that attend 
that role, also believes— let us assume rightly— that he has a moral obligation 
to take part in a political demonstration. Imagine further that he cannot find 
alternative child care, so he has to choose between taking his child with him 
and not going. He accepts that going on the demonstration is not in his child’s 
best interests; those would be better served by their staying home, or going 
to the zoo instead— the child is not old enough for her accompanying him 
plausibly to benefit her in any way. As long as going on the demonstration does 
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no harm to the child, bringing or leaving her below some level that is “good 
enough,” he does indeed have the right to take her with him. That is not a right 
he has qua parent. But it is a right that makes a difference to what he may do 
with his child.

Further, it is in children’s interests for their parents to have their own, inde-
pendent, interests and pursuits, and in children’s interests for their relationship 
with their parents to be one in which their parents are not required always to act 
with their children’s best interests in mind. Someone who was only a parent— 
someone for whom “parent” was the entire content of his identity— would not 
be providing the kind of experience that children need, and the parent- child 
relationship would surely implode in a kind of self- referential black hole. (Of 
course, that can happen even when the parent does have other identities and in-
terests— if he fails to get the balance right— but it looks inevitable if he doesn’t.) 
It is important for children to experience their parents as independent people, 
with their own lives to lead, not as people whose sole purpose in life is to serve 
them. So the task of parenting, although indeed extremely demanding, by its 
very nature allows parents discretionary time and energy: having a life of one’s 
own is, in fact, part of the job description. The point here is not simply that 
it’s good for children if parents get some time off for themselves, or good for 
children that they have a sense of their parent as having independent interests. 
The parent’s nonparental interests will, and indeed should, manifest themselves, 
at least sometimes, in the interactions between parent and child. Parents must 
allow themselves some space, free of self- monitoring, to experience and express 
to the child their authentic emotions and attitudes. A parent who never said or 
did anything to or with his child without first asking himself whether it would 
be in his child’s interests would not be spontaneously sharing himself with his 
child, there would be a lack of genuine intimacy, and he would thus be failing to 
provide the kind of relationship that was in his child’s interests. Paradoxically, 
the kind of parent- child relationship that is good for children is one in which the 
parent cares about things other than his children, and doesn’t spend all his time 
thinking about, and then trying to deliver, what would be good for his children.

Three Clarifications

Three further points of clarification are important. First, we are not saying 
that there are many adults who cannot flourish at all without relationships of 
the kind we have described. People do indeed go to great lengths in order to 
raise children, and some consider the inability to do so as a profound blight on 
their lives, but few who miss out conclude that their lives are thereby worthless. 
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Nonetheless, many regard themselves as having missed out on an experience 
that would have been necessary for them fully to flourish. Our claim is of that 
kind— about the contribution parent- child relationships make to a fully flour-
ishing human life.

But, second, we do not say that this is true of all adults. A significant propor-
tion of people have no desire to have and raise children, and for many of them 
the absence of this desire is not an epistemic failing— they are not making a 
mistake. We are not claiming that all adults need to raise children fully to flour-
ish, and we recognize, further, that there are some for whom parenting would 
make no contribution to their well- being, and some for whom it would make 
their lives go worse. So the claim that the relevant relationship goods make a 
powerful contribution to the flourishing of the rights- holder does not imply 
that those goods are good for everybody. In this respect the contribution of this 
kind of relationship is like that of a romantic sexual relationship. Most people 
are such that they could not flourish fully without it: it contributes something 
to their flourishing that nothing else could contribute. Others, however, have 
no need for it. Similarly there may be people who do not need to be parents: 
those who, although they might really enjoy parenting, could indeed flourish 
fully without it, and those whose lives would actually be diminished by their 
being parents. In some cases that might be because the person lacks the ca-
pacities needed properly to discharge the fiduciary duties.7 Noting this does 
not contradict our general claim about the significance of the relationship, or 
undermine our view that there is a right to parent.

Finally, we have said that the parent- child relationship has certain features 
such that being involved in this sort of relationship as a parent makes a vital 
contribution to the flourishing of the adult. But some parent- child relation-
ships lack some of these features, and some other relationships contain many of 
them. So, for example, the parent of a child with severe cognitive impairments 
might experience loving intimacy, and the joy in seeing the world reflected 
through the eyes of someone for whom she acts as fiduciary in some respects, 
but her fiduciary obligations do not include preparing her child to become an 
autonomous adult. It may also be that some children, perhaps those on the far 
end of the autism spectrum, cannot be intimate with the parent in the way that 
we have described as being so important and rewarding. Pet owners take on 
fiduciary obligations, and some have emotionally rich relationships with their 
pets, as do many who care for adults with severe cognitive impairments, and for 
the infirm elderly. So not only does our account of the relationship at stake fail 
to capture every parent- child relationship, but the contrast between it and other 
caring relationships is not always as stark as we might have been taken to think. 
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We intend our conception of the parent- child relationship to describe some-
thing that many adults have a very strong interest in participating in. Other 
relationships that resemble it to a greater or lesser degree will yield some of the 
benefits, but not all. (In some cases, those benefits may ground rights of their 
own. It’s plausible, for example, that some who cannot experience the joys of 
parenthood have a right to a relationship with a pet.) Some of those other rela-
tionships will yield benefits for some of the carers that are not made available 
by our conception of the parent- child relationship. Our claim is that, for many 
adults, a relationship that lacks the combination of features we have described 
will not be a full substitute.

Alternative Accounts

This account of the adult interest in raising children is somewhat controver-
sial; it ignores or leaves out of the picture other widely accepted ideas about 
what adults may legitimately seek to achieve, and in more straightforwardly 
self- interested fashion, through parenting. In this section we discuss what we 
might think of as two of the most widely held rivals to our view, one emphasiz-
ing the value of parenting as creative self- extension, the other insisting on the 
significance of biological connection between parent and child.8

One or both of these features may add value to parent- child relationships. 
It may be that parents who aim creatively to extend themselves via, or who are 
biologically connected to, their children, enjoy distinctive familial relationship 
goods not otherwise available. If adults can realize these alternative interests 
while also enjoying a relationship of the kind we have described, we have no 
objection. But we have yet to see any elaboration of those interests that suggests 
they have anything like the weight of those at the heart of our account. Pro-
vided she has the capacities on which the right is conditioned, an adult who is 
deprived of the opportunity to experience the goods at the heart of our account 
has a serious claim against others; she may have a claim to parent a child even 
though others would do a better job, and she may have a claim to assistance in 
the project of becoming a parent. We doubt that the goods appealed to by these 
alternative accounts will support such claims.

Creative Self- Extension

For Colin Macleod, some of the intrinsic value of family relationship rests 
in what he calls “creative self- extension,” which arises out of “the special op-
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portunity  .  .  . parents have to express their own commitment to ideals and 
ground- projects by passing them on to children. . . . The recognition that val-
ued features of one’s own sense of self have been extended to one’s children 
and form part of their sense of self can be a profound sense of satisfaction. 
We can see ourselves carried forward in another self we played a signifi-
cant role in creating.”9 There are two, distinct, elements here: one concern-
ing expression of one’s own commitment to one’s projects and values, the 
other concerning the carrying forward of one’s own self through a creative  
process.

One can express commitment to projects and values in many ways, and 
for many projects and values influencing other people to take notice of them, 
take them seriously, or adopt them, is part of what it is to be committed to 
them, or a natural accompaniment to being committed to them. One’s children 
are, like other people, potential adopters. As we will see in chapter 6, the kind 
of relationship that will deliver the goods we have identified is indeed one in 
which parents will have some scope to influence their child’s emerging values: 
that is an inevitable side effect of the spontaneous sharing of themselves with 
their children, and in some (in our view very unusual) circumstances some 
deliberate influencing of values may be required for the relationship to yield its 
benefits. The parent’s concern to promote her child’s well- being may also have 
implications for the ways in which she may act to shape the child’s emerging 
values— for example, where she believes that her child’s endorsing a particular 
project or value will be important for the child’s living a successful life. But for 
a parent to care that her child in particular shares some specific value or project 
out of commitment to that value or project rather than out of commitment to the 
child and the relationship strikes us as a case of using the child as a means to 
the realization of the parent’s own goals in a way that has little or nothing to 
do with the nonsubstitutable value of relationship. The only sense in which the 
parent- child relationship plays any distinctive role is in affording the parent 
a particularly easy vehicle for the realization of her interest in expressing her 
commitment to her ideals. On that construal, it is hard to see that there is a 
weighty relationship good at stake.

The second element is that “we can see ourselves carried forward in another 
self we played a significant role in creating.” The claim here needs to be that 
there is something distinctively and importantly valuable about raising a child 
as an act of “creative self- extension”: only by raising a child can adults realize 
this particular, and weighty, contribution to human flourishing. On one read-
ing we have no problem with this. Parenting, on our account, is certainly a 
creative process— giving a child what she needs to develop from a vulnerable 
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newborn into an autonomous adult is about as creative as it gets. And, again, 
the kind of relationship we have described, and will elaborate more fully in part 
3, certainly gives plenty of room for forms of family life that will tend to gener-
ate continuities— of personality, of culture, of attitudes, of turns of phrase— 
between parents and children, whether as unintended by- product, deliberate 
concern for shared values, or parental concern for the child’s well- being. Cer-
tainly parents may value the sense in which their influence is manifest in their 
children— parented by somebody else, those children would surely have turned 
out very differently. If that is what it means to “see ourselves carried forward 
in another self we played a significant role in creating,” then that does indeed 
seem to be a familial relationship good, albeit one that does not compete with 
our account.

But the fact that Macleod combines the two elements suggests that he has 
in mind something stronger than this, something closer to (though surely not 
as extreme as) the view of Edgar Page, for whom “the parental aim is not sim-
ply the creation of a person, but rather the creation of a person in the parents’ 
own image.”10 For Page, the interest in creative self- extension here is entirely 
self- regarding:

We can normally expect parents to pursue their interest in shaping the 
child’s future with a clear regard for its good. But this does not mean 
that the parental interest in shaping the child can be reduced to this af-
fection.  .  .  . The propensity of parents to exercise control and guidance 
over their children, the propensity to determine the development of the 
child, far from being aimed simply or primarily at the child’s good, is the 
manifestation of a fundamental and unique interest which lies at the heart 
of human parenthood and at the foundation of parental rights.11

This clarification emphasizes the extent to which the motive in question views 
the child as a vehicle for the realization of the parent’s own selfish, and indeed 
somewhat narcissistic, interests.12 The child is seen as a canvas on which the 
parent may objectify herself, or a block of raw marble from which she may 
carve a future version of herself.

No doubt, many parents do derive some satisfaction from extending them-
selves through shaping their children’s lives. But this satisfaction cannot bear 
much justificatory weight when one examines the structure of adult- child 
relationships, especially relative to the interest we have identified. There are 
plenty of other routes for creatively extending oneself. One naturally does it 
in relationships with other people, people who have some sort of choice about 
whether to adopt one’s influence because one is on a more equal footing with 
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them: friends, colleagues, siblings, and extended family members within one’s 
own generation. And compare, as motives for entering a parenting relationship 
with a child, creative self- extension with seeking to be a fiduciary for a child 
who will develop to independence. Both motives, it is true, are self- regarding. 
But the latter has the interests of another person intrinsically built into it, and 
those interests define the role. Though self- regarding, the motive is intrinsically 
other- concerned. By contrast, creative self- extension is, well, self- extending.

We can imagine a parent saying to her adult child (perhaps a little self- 
consciously!): “I know I wasn’t the best possible parent for you, that I was selfish 
enough to pursue my interest in being a parent even though there was some-
body else who I knew would probably have done a better job. I’m sorry about 
that; I hope you will forgive me. But it was wonderful for me to get to have such 
a loving relationship with you, to be the person who looked after you and suc-
cessfully brought you to adulthood.” Compare that with “I know I wasn’t the 
best possible parent for you . . . But it was wonderful for me to get to express 
my commitment to my ideals through you,” or “wonderful for me to extend 
myself creatively by sending you into the world in (the broad outline of) my 
own image.”13

Biological Connection

The interest in the kind of relationship that we have elaborated can be realized 
just as well in adoptive families as in those where parents and children are con-
nected by biology. Everything we have argued would apply in a world in which 
children were produced by storks. But children do not enter the world like that; 
they are created out of, and by, other human beings. Many readers will think 
that our account has overlooked the distinctive interest in raising a child to 
whom one is biologically connected. As in the case of the alleged value to chil-
dren of being raised by a biological parent (discussed in the previous chapter), 
it is important to distinguish the genetic from the gestatory aspect of biology— 
the progenitive role from that of birth mother. The two usually go together, but 
they may nonetheless play quite different roles in the argument.

The idea that there is something special about raising one’s genetic child is 
widely held. According to Mary Warnock: “As we become more aware of the 
role of inherited genes in the character of our children, so the bringing up of 
children in no way genetically connected to us has come to seem a quite differ-
ent undertaking from that of bringing up a child who shares our own genes. It 
may be worthwhile, but it is not the same.”14 Similarly, John Robertson claims 
that a right to have and raise genetically descendant children is part of our 
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general right to reproductive freedom, and emphasizes that some will resist 
adoption and want to parent a genetic child because that brings with it a differ-
ent “packet of experiences.”15 Neither elaborates in any detail the content of the 
interest in rearing one’s genetic offspring; that is more or less taken for granted. 
Nor do they say anything about why that interest, however elaborated, should 
be regarded as important.

One thought might be that where parent and child are genetically close, 
raising the child will be easier, and so the relationship will go better. In the 
previous chapter we considered the analogous claim from the child- centered 
perspective— that parent- child relationships where there is a genetic connec-
tion between the two will tend to serve children’s interests better than those 
where that connection is lacking. As in that case, whether for sociobiological or 
cultural reasons, and whether via differences in basic parental motivations or 
the reactions of others, we would not be surprised if adults parenting their ge-
netic children were more likely to experience a familial relationship of the kind 
we have described, and thus to enjoy the goods we have identified.

To give one example of the kind of mechanism that might be at work, Car-
son Strong has argued that raising an adopted child differs from raising a ge-
netically related child in such a way that couples would reasonably be deterred 
from pursuing it.  Strong argues that, as a form of “collaborative” or third- party 
reproduction (like surrogacy or sperm donation), adoption carries with it a 
unique potential for interpersonal conflict within the family. Parents might 
question whether, what, and when to tell their nongenetically related children 
about their origins.  Children might feel a tension between loving the parents 
who have raised them and wanting to find their genetic parents. Consequently, 
the potential for strife within the family is great enough to give parents good 
reason to prefer genetic parenting to adoptive parenting.16 Notice that it’s the 
very fact that children may want to find their genetic parents that creates the 
difficulty here. One could acknowledge that— and accept that it gives parents 
a reason to prefer to raise genetic children— while denying that there would 
be anything worse about a world in which no child was interested in tracing 
her genetic parent. Notice also that this argument accords no intrinsic value to 
the genetic link as such; that link is simply instrumental to a less problematic 
familial relationship— and the way in which it is less problematic could be for-
mulated in terms of the goods in our account.

But Edgar Page offers a genuinely distinct reason, specifically connecting the 
interest in rearing an immediate genetic descendant with the interest in creative 
self- extension discussed above. For him, physically producing the child is itself 
an essential part of the creative process: “The motive, or the end, of parenthood 
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is surely the creation of the whole person, and this takes within its grasp both 
the begetting and the raising of the child.  .  .  . The two parts— begetting and 
rearing— are clearly complementary to each other and neither is entirely intel-
ligible, as a form of human activity, without the other.”17

For Page, then, the creative dimension of parenting would not adequately 
be acknowledged by child- rearing arrangements that allowed parents to deter-
mine the kind of people their children become but allocated children to par-
ents in ways that gave no fundamental importance to any genetic connection 
between parent and child. An obvious problem for such an account, as for all 
that attach great significance to biological connection, is that it seems to rule 
out the possibility that adoptive parents can fully realize the value of parenting. 
Even if they were indeed engaging in the kind of creative self- extension that 
comes through raising a child, they would inevitably be denied the aspect that 
comes from having physically created the child they are raising. His response is 
worth quoting at length:

If all parents were in the position of adoptive parents, i.e. if there were no 
connection between parenthood and generation, as might be imagined 
in ‘science fiction’ worlds, parenthood would not have a place of special 
value in human life, or not the place it now has. Adoptive parenthood is 
modelled on natural parenthood and the commitment of adoptive par-
ents to the child is parasitic on the special bond characteristic of natural 
parents. Without this model there would be a question as to the intelligi-
bility of a commitment of adoptive parents’ to young babies, particularly 
in conditions which severely test them, and indeed as to the intelligibility 
of their desire for parenthood. (Would it be comparable to the desire for 
pets?) For most people, I suspect, adopting a child falls short of being 
a perfect substitute for natural parenthood, but when they undertake it 
they can at least borrow from and follow the established patterns and 
practice and attitudes of parenthood grounded on the physical relation. 
It is difficult to know what adoptive parenthood would be without this.18

Parenting an adopted child may indeed be different from parenting a genetic 
descendant. It may be enjoyable to notice “family resemblances” that are due to 
genes shared with one’s child but not many others in one’s immediate environ-
ment, for example, and Warnock is right that our understanding of how much 
is indeed in that category may be changing fast. Doubtless sharing the task of 
parenting with someone who has come together with you to create a child— so 
that the child is a living symbol, as well as a product, of your sexual union— can 
be an enriching experience. So there may be special pleasures, more than plea-
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sures, that can attend the process of parenting a genetic descendant— though 
the last of these applies only in particular circumstances and hardly supports 
a claim to parent one’s genetic child as such. Nonetheless, we doubt that these 
particular relationship goods are very weighty relative to the interest we have 
identified, and we doubt that the adult interest in parenting a genetic child can 
compete with the child’s interest in being well parented. Imagine, now, the par-
ent who says: “I know I wasn’t the best possible parent for you, that I was selfish 
enough to pursue my interest in being a parent even though there was some-
body else who I knew would probably have done a better job. I’m sorry about 
that; I hope you will forgive me. But it was wonderful for me to get to raise the 
person to whose genetic makeup I was a part contributor.”

Where Page claims that we can make sense of adoptive parenthood only by 
thinking of it as parasitic on a parent- child relationship that is grounded in a 
genetic connection between parent and child, we have tried to explain the value 
of parenthood in ways that make no reference to that connection. Perhaps in 
a world where procreation and parenting were entirely separate, parenthood 
would have a somewhat different significance from that which it has for most 
people today. But it is hard to believe that, in such a world, raising a child would 
be like keeping a pet. Our account explains why not. Page’s discussion, and 
Warnock’s and Robertson’s comments, neglect the profound respects in which 
raising a child just is the same experience whether the child is a genetic descen-
dant or not— the day- to- day and minute- to- minute burdens and joys of caring 
for and overseeing her development are most of what child rearing consists in, 
and most of what gives it value. Adoptive parents need not model themselves on 
anybody, for what is specially valuable about the practice of parenting does not 
depend on a genetic connection between parent and child. There may be both 
child-  and adult- centered reasons to treat genetic parenting as the default— 
and perhaps even to help adults in the process of acquiring genetic children to 
parent. But, if so, that is because that kind of parenting is more likely to yield 
relationship goods that can perfectly well be realized in adoptive families. And 
it’s certainly not because the genetic parent has a weighty claim to parent a child 
even where there is reason to think somebody else would do a better job.

For women, at least, genetics and gestation tend to go together— prior to 
the development of IVF it was impossible to be pregnant with a child who was 
not one’s genetic descendant. Even then, of course, all biological fathers had 
immediate genetic descendants whom they had not gestated. So the interests 
in parenting a genetically connected child and a child one has carried through 
pregnancy are distinct. Does the latter provide a weighty interest in biological 
connection that we have denied the former?
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The most plausible claim of this kind has been developed by Anca Gheaus. 
Noting that our argument for the adult right to parent does nothing to establish 
a right to parent any particular baby— and so provides no principled objection 
to the redistribution of babies at birth— she offers an analysis of pregnancy that 
seeks to explain why birth parents have a right to parent the babies they have 
gestated. That analysis invokes the burdens of pregnancy, so it shares some ele-
ments of what we might think of as a claim about desert or entitlement, accord-
ing to which birth parents earn the right to parent the child they have gestated. 
But, as she points out, that argument involves a non sequitur: even if such con-
siderations as the physical, psychological, social, and financial costs of being a 
parent did justify the right to parent a child, they cannot ground the right to 
parent the particular one for whom they were incurred. To explain why birth 
parents have that right, we need to invoke the way in which bearing the burdens 
of pregnancy contributes to the creation of a relationship between parent and 
child in utero. For her,

in addition to the resources they invest in pregnancy, birth parents, or 
at least gestating mothers, are typically highly emotionally invested in 
the pregnancy. An intimate relationship with the future baby starts even 
before the baby is born, partly because birth parents devote significant 
resources to pregnancy and incur the many kinds of costs it entails. . . . 
Bonding during pregnancy provides a very solid reason for thinking that 
redistributing babies would likely destroy already existing intimate rela-
tionships between newborns and their bearing parents.19

Earlier in this chapter, we discussed the difference between retaining paren-
tal rights and being granted those rights in the first place— the difference be-
tween retention and initial allocation. Both adult and child have an interest in 
continuing an already- existing intimate relationship that is weightier than the 
interest in starting one, and both have an interest in that relationship’s being 
somewhat resilient against interruption. On Gheaus’s view, such a relationship 
is very likely to have started during pregnancy, in which case redistributing 
children at birth should be conceived as a matter not of initial allocation but of 
severing already- existing relationships.

The structure of Gheaus’s argument is quite different from the others that we 
have been discussing in this section. We have considered the views that creative 
self- extension, and rearing a genetic descendant, are things that adults have an 
interest in experiencing as part of parenting. Gheaus does not make the parallel 
claim about gestation; indeed, her case partly depends on the claim that gesta-
tion involves actual costs and risks of other harms and is not an intrinsically 
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desirable experience. Whereas, for example, Page implies that a counterfac-
tual world in which different generations were not at all genetically connected 
would be substantially worse, other things being equal, than ours, Gheaus does 
not have to say the same about a hypothetical world in which fetuses developed 
like the person- plants embedded in Judith Thomson’s carpet and upholstery.20 
In that respect, her position is closer in spirit to our own. The fundamental in-
terest at stake is an interest in an intimate emotional relationship with the child 
one is raising; gestation comes into the story because it already establishes such 
a relationship.

Still, some problematic aspects of the argument are worth emphasis. First, 
giving a key role to gestation inevitably creates an asymmetry between men and 
women. Because it is so common for genetics and gestation to go together, it 
is easy to talk about “birth parents” without being clear that, in this particular 
context, one is referring not to both genetic parents but to those who carry and 
give birth to the baby: birth mothers. It is of course possible to bite the bullet 
on that issue, and accept the logic of the argument: that those who are (almost 
always) genetic and gestatory mothers have rights to parent that are lacked by 
(merely genetic) fathers. But Gheaus is reluctant to make that move, insist-
ing instead that partners of pregnant women typically share many of the costs. 
Moreover, she says, by seeing a scan, hearing a heartbeat, feeling and talking to 
it, as well as experiencing the “fears, hopes and fantasies triggered by the grow-
ing fetus,” such partners “are capable of being direct participants in the process 
of creating a relationship with the baby during pregnancy.” These attempts to 
include the partners of pregnant women in the category of “bearing parents” 
seem a bit of a stretch, and somewhat at odds with that aspect of the argument 
which insists on the emotional significance of the “bodily connection between 
fetus and gestating mother.”21

Second, the nature of the “relationship” in question is not wholly clear. What 
exactly is it that the gestating mother has an intimate, emotional relationship 
with? Suppose that, unbeknownst to her, the mother is deliberately handed a 
different baby from the one to which she has just given birth— perhaps because, 
in the kind of thought experiment philosophers go in for, an all- knowing mid-
wife has been able to judge that both babies will be better parented if they are 
switched. Provided the changeling is the same sex as the one she was expecting, 
and similar with respect to other visible characteristics, it may be that she will 
simply transfer onto the “new” baby whatever feelings she had for the as- yet- 
unborn child she was bringing to term. This calls into question the specificity 
of the “relationship” that was established in utero. The pregnant mother knows 
very little about the object of her emotional attachment; much of that relation-
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ship, perhaps all of it, operates through projection and fantasy. Of course, the 
mother in question would have been wronged; she would have been deliber-
ately deceived. But would any of the wrong be accurately characterized as the 
violation of a right to continue, postpartum, an intimate emotional relationship 
with a particular baby that had begun during pregnancy? The changeling babies 
seem to us more likely than the mothers to experience a sense of severance, 
disruption, or interruption, and, as mentioned in the previous chapter, that 
consideration might point in the direction of a right to be parented by one’s 
gestatory parent. But that is a different argument.

Conclusion

This chapter has set out the adult interest that grounds the right to parent. Chil-
dren come first, and child- rearing arrangements must meet their needs well. 
But the kind of relationship with particular adults that they do in fact need— a 
relationship with “parents”— is something that is also very valuable, and non-
substitutable, for adults. Indeed, it is valuable enough for us to resist the sugges-
tion that children’s interests are the only ones that should be taken into account, 
even after factoring in that how children are raised affects their whole lives.

Some regard the right to parent the child one has procreated as an applica-
tion of the more general right to own that which one has produced with one’s 
own body. The only relationship that matters here is the ownership relation-
ship, which gives the procreative parent certain control rights over the child 
that in some sense “belongs” to the parent. Another view points rather to the 
investment that biological parents make in “their” children. There might not be 
a general right to parent as such, but bearing the costs and labor of pregnancy 
gives one a right to parent the child one has worked so hard to produce. Nei-
ther approach gives any special weight to the kind or quality of the relationship 
between parent and child.

But, as we have seen, it is also possible to accept the structure of our argu-
ment, and our emphasis on “familial relationship goods,” while giving it and 
them different content. For example, some believe that there is a particular 
value to an adult in having a relationship with a child in which one is able to 
pass on some aspects of oneself to that child— perhaps one’s genes, perhaps 
one’s values, perhaps one’s property. The adult interest in parenting, on such 
a view, does derive from something about the value of a distinctive connec-
tion between parent and child; there is something important that one is able 
to achieve by parenting a child that would not otherwise be available. These 
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alternative groundings of the right to parent generate different views about the 
rights of parents. In the next part of the book we discuss what our view about 
why it’s good for children to have parents, and for adults to parent children, 
implies for the question of what rights parents have with respect to children 
they parent.





Part three

Parents’ Rights



Introduction

Part 2 was supposed to justify the family, which for us means explaining why 
it’s a good thing that children be raised by parents. Here, in part 3, our back- to- 
philosophical- basics approach starts to yield more controversial claims. Atten-
tion shifts from the question of why it matters that children be raised in fami-
lies to more familiar, and more contested, questions about what rights parents 
should have over, or with respect to, their children. What does our theory about 
why there should indeed be parents imply about the rights of parents? On the 
proprietarian picture, children belong to their parents, “their” parents are as-
sumed to be their biological progenitors, and those parents are assumed to have 
extensive rights to control the upbringing of “their” children. By abandoning 
that picture, and thinking more seriously about the values realized by the insti-
tution of the family, we hope to have acquired the intellectual resources needed 
to approach the topic of parents’ rights in a more nuanced and critical way. Our 
familial relationship goods account will have implications across a wide range 
of such questions, but we will focus on two: parents’ rights with respect to the 
conferral of advantage on their children (in chapter 5) and the shaping of their 
children’s values (in chapter 6).

Because it is a key battleground in debates over liberalism and multicul-
turalism, the second of these has received a good deal of scholarly attention, 
especially in the United States. Books with titles such as Democratic Educa-
tion, Creating Citizens, The Demands of Liberal Education, Religious Schools v. 
Children’s Rights, and Bridging Liberalism and Multiculturalism in Education1 
discuss the theoretical issues at stake in well- known judicial decisions concern-
ing parents’ rights to determine the content of their children’s schooling, the 
state’s interest in ensuring that children are raised to take their place as citizens 
of a liberal democracy, and the different regulatory frameworks appropriate 
to the curriculum of public schools, private schools, and homeschooling. In 
the United Kingdom, though the constitutional and institutional contexts are 
very different, and the theoretical literature correspondingly less developed, 
political debate over “faith schools” covers some of the same terrain. The focal 
point of that debate is religion. Do parents have the right to raise their children 
within their religion or, if they are antireligious, to influence them against reli-
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gion? It seems obvious to many that they do indeed have such rights, and our 
argument will not deny such claims altogether. But our view that parents’ rights 
are conditional on their adequately protecting their children’s interest in be-
coming autonomous, and that such rights must be justified by appeal to familial 
relationship goods, gives us a distinctive take on the issues.

In terms of our introductory framing, parents’ role in influencing their chil-
dren’s values arises as an issue within the liberal challenge to the family, set 
out in chapter 1. Given that children are separate people from their parents, 
and given that we have rejected the proprietarian account of the relationship 
between the two, the core question is why parents should have any special au-
thority with respect to the processes that will shape their children’s values. Our 
theory offers an answer. More, it provides a criterion by which to assess, with 
some degree of precision, not only the various mechanisms by which parents 
might seek to influence their children’s values but also those that may have 
that effect as an unintended by- product. Those mechanisms certainly include 
the formal education or schooling of children, which is the topic discussed by 
much of the literature. But this focus on schooling risks collusion in the view 
that what goes on in the home is private, as if it is only when children are sent 
to school (and, for some, only when they are sent to public or state schools) that 
parents’ rights with respect to children’s values become a legitimate topic for 
political debate. Schooling is certainly important; regulation of formal educa-
tion is a crucial lever, an area where state policy can hope to protect children’s 
interests without too much disruption of family life. But formal education is 
only one area in which the more elementary or fundamental issues concerning 
parents’ rights to shape their children’s values are played out.

Parents’ rights to confer advantage on their children, by contrast, are called 
into question by the egalitarian challenge to the family, set out in chapter 2. We 
have seen that parents owe a special duty of care to their children, and that the 
value of their having it is part of what justifies the family. But to allow parents 
to confer advantage on their children is to permit unfair inequalities between 
those raised in different families, and nobody, on reflection, believes that par-
ents have the right to promote their children’s interests as much as possible, 
or by any means. Though opinions differ about nepotism in varying contexts, 
few would endorse a parent’s attempts to bribe a jury to find in favor of her 
child, and none, surely, approve the sentiment of Wanda Holloway, who, found 
guilty of attempting to murder the mother of her daughter’s rival for a place 
on a cheerleading team (hoping the rival would be so devastated by her loss 
as to be unable to perform), is reputed to have said, “The things we do for our 
kids.”2 This topic has received much less philosophical attention than the right 
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to shape values, and liberal theorists, even egalitarian liberal theorists, are no-
ticeably less critical of parental efforts to benefit their children than they are of 
attempts to influence their values; the liberal critique of value- shaping parents 
has been pursued with considerably more vigor than the egalitarian critique of 
advantage- conferring parents. We, by contrast, are more critical. Our theory 
offers a criterion for assessing benefit- bestowing mechanisms: which can and 
which cannot be justified by appeal to the value of the family? Such attention 
as the issue has received has focused on formal education, on the inequality- 
generating effects of parents’ choices of schools for their children. (There has 
been more of this in the United Kingdom where, unlike the United States, the 
legitimacy of elite private education has occasionally been subject to serious 
political debate.) We delve deeper into family life— all the way to bedtime sto-
ries and helping with homework.

Another broad- brush way to contrast the conferral of advantage and the 
shaping of values is that the former primarily concerns conflicts between fami-
lies whereas the latter arises within the family. Our theory addresses both in an 
integrated way. We aim, that is, to shed light both on interfamilial issues, col-
loquially formulated in terms of parents’ rights on behalf of their children, and 
on intrafamilial issues, captured more naturally by talk of parents’ rights over 
their children. Taking the individual family as the unit of analysis, our theory 
speaks to the limits of legitimate parental authority over children. Taking the 
wider society, composed of many different families, as the relevant domain, it 
has things to say about the limits of legitimate parental partiality on behalf of  
children.

When we think about parents’ rights to shape values, we mainly have in 
mind the need to protect and respect the separateness of their children. The 
problem is to work out what kinds of value- shaping activities, and interactions 
with their children, parents may claim as rights: something we try to do by 
looking at which activities and interactions need to be permitted in order for 
the family to realize its distinctive goods for its members. Those rights, as we 
have also argued, are themselves conditional on parents’ fulfilling their duty of 
care to their children, which includes protecting their rights, including their 
right to develop the capacity for autonomy. Such issues are not entirely intra-
familial: third parties also have a stake in the doctrines that parents can raise 
their children to endorse, and, at least on some views of the proper demands of 
civic sense and civility, can set quite demanding constraints on what children 
must be brought up to believe. (Parents have no right, for example, deliberately 
to instill in their children the kind of racial prejudice that is likely to lead them 
to engage in racially motivated violence.)
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But whereas, in the value- shaping case, there is at least the possibility of 
intrafamilial conflict— we are to some extent weighing the different interests of 
individual members of the same family— the conferral of advantage is entirely 
interfamilial. It concerns the right of parents to promote their children’s inter-
ests in ways that create inequalities between them and others, so conflicts of 
interests between parents and children do not arise in the same way. The con-
flict is between the interests of particular families, parents and children taken 
together, and those of parents and children in other families. Parents may mis-
judge their children’s interests, of course; things they take to be benefiting their 
children may in fact be doing them no good at all, or harming them. So there 
remains a question about who has the right to judge what is in children’s inter-
ests, which takes us back toward the liberal challenge. But the right to confer 
advantage raises difficult and distinctive issues even in the standard scenario 
where parents are claiming the right to act in ways that will indeed be beneficial 
for their children.

Although a useful way of structuring our discussion, the distinction between 
conferring advantage and shaping values is rather artificial. One of the ways that 
parents try to benefit their children is by shaping their values. The benefit may be 
thought to derive simply from the holding of the values themselves: a devout par-
ent who wants her child to share her beliefs does so partly because, for her, a life 
(or afterlife) in the true faith will be better than one outside it; the intellectual par-
ent who wants to impart her love of learning may conceive the benefit very differ-
ently, but she too will probably be motivated partly by the simple idea that, other 
things equal, an educated reflective life is better than an ignorant thoughtless one. 
Here the benefits are conceived as intrinsic to the values, as it were. But of course 
parents may shape their children’s values more instrumentally, with extrinsic ad-
vantages in mind. Given the role that educational qualifications play in allocating 
people to unequally rewarded positions in the occupational structure, for exam-
ple, parents may seek to instill a love of learning in their children partly because 
that is a sensible strategy for preparing them to do well in the job market. Similarly, 
in some social milieus membership of the local church, synagogue, or mosque, 
and a reputation for piety, will be known to yield access to valuable networks, and 
may be encouraged partly for that reason. Whether the relation between value 
and benefit is conceived as intrinsic or extrinsic, parents’ attempts to shape their 
children’s values are nearly always also attempts to promote their interests. But in 
that case the egalitarian challenge arises here also: if raising a child in a particular 
faith, for example, is good for her, what gives a parent the right to bestow that 
benefit on her child rather than on another— perhaps one in greater need of  
that benefit?
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The deep connection between the two issues, and the two challenges, is too 
rarely recognized. In particular, views about parents’ rights to shape their chil-
dren’s values, arising in the context of the liberal challenge to the family, tend 
not to worry too much about the distributive issues that motivate the egalitar-
ian challenge. We have separate chapters on the two topics partly because we 
want to engage with those views on their own terms. Many of our claims about 
the extent of parents’ rights with respect to influencing children’s values stand 
independently of any particular distributive concerns or commitments; they 
should be of interest to the (doubtless many) readers who will reject what we 
have to say about the limited extent of parents’ rights to benefit their children. 
Still, we think it a merit of our theory that it provides an integrated way of ap-
proaching both topics.

Part 2 addressed the question of rights to family life: both children and 
adults have an interest in enjoying familial, parent- child, relationships that is 
important enough to imply duties for others, and thus allow us to think of those 
interests as grounding prima facie rights. Here, in part 3, we move on to con-
sider what our theory implies about the rights of parents. Granted that children 
should indeed be raised in families, by parents, what rights do parents have 
with respect to the children they parent? That question too is best answered by 
an identification of the distinctive and extremely important goods that familial 
relationships contribute to human well- being, but, having identified them in 
part 2, we are now in a position to consider in more detail what it is that par-
ents must be free to do to, with, or for their children, if those relationships are 
to make that contribution. Our relationship goods account helps us work out 
what room is necessary for the free and flourishing internal life appropriate to 
the family.3 Parents have the right to engage in those activities and interactions 
with their children that facilitate the realization of the extremely valuable goods 
that justify the family in the first place. It is the interest in those relationship 
goods that grounds the rights. The result, as we will see, is a revisionist account 
of parents’ rights.

It is revisionist in that it affords parents much less extensive rights over their 
children than they currently get as a matter of law; the rights are less exten-
sive, too, than conventional views about the morally appropriate allocation of 
authority with respect to the raising of children. Even those who reject propri-
etarian accounts of the parent- child relationship tend still to think that parents 
should have far- reaching rights to control their children’s lives. By offering a 
criterion for assessing precisely what kinds of things parents do indeed have a 
right to do to, with, or for their children, our theory of “family values” suggests 
that they are mistaken. What parents have a right to is a relationship of a certain 
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kind: as we explained in part 2, children should be raised by parents because 
an intimate loving relationship, in which parents owe a fiduciary duty of care to 
those they are raising, makes a hugely important contribution to the well- being 
of both. Since parental rights protect the interest in having and maintaining 
a relationship of that kind, they are justified only insofar as they are required 
for protecting that relationship. From this perspective, many widely accepted 
parental rights look unwarranted. In particular, the relationship in question 
does not depend on parents’ having a right to confer advantage on their chil-
dren, nor to exert great influence over the content of their children’s emerging 
beliefs. Unlike the interest in the familial relationship as we have described it, 
the interests that members of families have in being free to do those things are 
not weighty enough to ground duties in others.

But things are not that simple. The full extent of the complications, and the 
differences between the two cases, will become apparent in chapters 5 and 6. 
But some points that apply in both contexts— all of which render these rather 
extreme and general claims more precise— are worth making here, by way of 
clarification and orientation and, perhaps, to defuse skepticism.

First, when we say that parents do not have the rights in question, we mean 
specifically that they do not have a right that can properly be explained or 
described in that way. For example, parents may not defend decisions to be-
queath their wealth to their children, or to send them to religious schools, by 
appealing to their rights to confer advantage on their children, or to influence 
their children’s values. That’s because, in our view, parents do not have the 
right to do the things so described. But that does not mean that they have no 
right to do things that will, as a matter of fact, confer advantage or influence 
their values. What they have a right to is a particular kind of relationship. 
The things that this does indeed give them a right to, the ways of interact-
ing with their children that are part and parcel of the valuable intimate- but- 
authoritative relationship, may well have the effect of conferring advantage or 
influencing values. As far as values are concerned, such influence is inevitable; 
it is impossible to imagine an intimate relationship conducted in a way that 
involved no shaping of children’s values. Chapter 5 will suggest that confer-
ring advantage is different. Nonetheless, what parents have a right to are the 
activities internal to the valuable relationship; there is no right to bring about 
the external by- products of those activities, and that relationship, that might 
in fact arise in particular contexts.

Second, some deliberate conferring of advantage and shaping of values are 
themselves constitutive of that valuable relationship. One of the claims that we 
appealed to when justifying the family was that the parent- child relationship 
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helps children’s moral development. That idea makes no sense unless parents 
are involved in influencing their children’s moral views; a parent who failed to 
teach her children right from wrong would be a failure as a parent. So there are 
some values that parents have not merely a right but a duty to instill in their 
children. Similarly, we cannot conceive of parents’ having a duty of care to their 
children without regarding as it implying the right deliberately to confer ad-
vantage on them in at least some circumstances. This is true at the most general 
level— the basic reason why children should have parents is because children 
are better off for having parents, so in a world where some lack adequate par-
enting, successful parenting is itself a form of advantage- conferral. It would be 
incoherent to deny parents the right to bestow any advantages on their chil-
dren. But it is also true with respect to more specific kinds of benefit: if the duty 
of care amounts to anything, it implies a duty to privilege one’s own child over 
others with respect to life’s necessities— subsistence, medical care— even where 
that will create distributive unfairness. When we deny that the interest in famil-
ial relationship goods generates a right to shape values or confer advantage, we 
mean specifically to reject the claim that it grounds any generalized or blanket 
rights of that kind.

Third, there is no way to respect parents’ right to do the things with their 
children that they do indeed have the right to do without also affording them 
the opportunity to do things that they have no right to do. Healthy family life 
requires parents to enjoy a good deal of discretion over their children’s lives, 
and to be experienced by their children as exercising authoritative judgments 
in many areas. This requires a substantial sphere of interaction unmonitored 
by other authorities. But parents cannot exercise that discretion and enjoy that 
unmonitored interaction without being allowed the space to make mistakes or, 
worse, deliberately to engage in activities that they have no right to engage in. 
Here readers may have in mind far worse ways in which parents may misuse 
their rights than by attempting to confer advantage on their children, or shape 
their values (though Richard Dawkins regards some forms of religious educa-
tion as child abuse).4 Again, it is important that we describe parents’ rights 
carefully. Of course, parents have no right to abuse children— but they do have 
a right to the space within which abuse may occur. The same goes for confer-
ring advantage and shaping values.

When we talk of parents’ rights, we are talking very specifically about the 
rights that people have qua parents— the rights that attend, or perhaps even 
constitute, the role of parenting as we understand what that role is, or should 
be. This specificity raises some important and general issues. Recall our claim, 
emphasized in part 2, that the right to parent is grounded partly in the interests 
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of adults. Recognizing adults’ fundamental interest in parenting explains why it 
would be wrong to think that the sole criterion by which to assess child- rearing 
arrangements should be the well- being of children. Suppose that’s right. That 
still leaves the question of whether the rights of parents— parents’ rights— are 
grounded entirely in the interests of children.

The normative structure of those rights is complex. We identify parents’ 
rights by thinking about children’s interests: the rights that parents have over 
their children are rights that they have because it is in those children’s interests 
that they be raised by people who have those rights. But, on our dual- interest 
account, the family is justified partly by appeal to adults’ interest in parent-
ing. Adults benefit greatly from exercising the rights (and discharging the du-
ties) of parenthood; indeed, they benefit so much that the interest in parent-
ing grounds a fundamental, nonfiduciary, right to parent. Children should be 
raised by adults who have a bundle of rights and duties with respect to them, 
and that bundle is identified entirely by consideration of children’s interests. 
But adults have an interest in being, and a right to be, the people who get that 
bundle. It’s good for children that their parents have certain rights over them, 
and certain duties toward them— it’s good for children that it’s their parents 
(rather than, say, state functionaries) who get to decide certain things about 
how they are raised, and are charged with the task of meeting some of their 
basic needs. So we work out what rights and duties parents have, qua parents, 
by thinking about what rights and duties it is in their children’s interests that 
they have. But it’s also good for adults that they get to do those things, good 
enough for us to think that adults have a right to exercise the rights and duties 
of parenthood.

Parents’ rights and duties, then, are entirely fiduciary. Parents have just those 
rights and duties with respect to their children that it is in their children’s inter-
ests for them to have. But there are two reasons why this does not make parents 
slaves to their children— two reasons why parents’ every thought and action 
does not have to be aimed at promoting their children’s interests.

The first is that, as explained in chapter 4, parents are not only parents 
(though it may seem like that sometimes!). They have the rights and duties that 
relate specifically to their relationship with their children, but they also have 
other rights and duties in virtue of other roles or statuses. Though not relating 
specifically to their relationship with their children, these too may nonetheless 
yield implications for the things they may properly do to, with, or for their chil-
dren. When a parent takes his young child with him to visit a friend, or shop-
ping, this need not be something that he does qua parent. He has the right to 
do it, let us assume, and his having the right makes a difference to what he may 
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do with his child. But it need not be a parental right in the strict sense in which 
we are using the term. Parenting is a specific task or role.5 (We can imagine the 
man breaking off the conversation with his friend to attend to his child’s needs, 
saying, “Sorry, I have to stop for five minutes, time for a bit of parenting.”) It is 
an unusually demanding and time- consuming role, and one the proper fulfill-
ment of which has pervasive effects on the lives of those who fulfill it. But, even 
so, it is not all- consuming. It normally leaves space for those who are parents to 
live their lives with other purposes in view— including space to do things to and 
with their children that are not maximally in their children’s interests.

So not all the rights that parents have, and that may properly influence what 
they do to, with, and for their children, are rights that they have qua parents. 
But the second reason why parents have rights to do things other than directly 
promote their children’s interests is about parents’ rights. It is about the rights 
that are needed by parents in order for them to play their fiduciary role. Here 
there is no avoiding a suggestion of paradox: it is in children’s interests that their 
relationship with their parents is not one in which their parents always act with 
their children’s best interests in mind. Parents have a fiduciary duty to do what 
they can to have a certain kind of relationship with their children, because it is 
in children’s interests that their relationship with their parents is of that kind. 
But the kind of parent- child relationship that is in children’s interests is not one 
in which parents are slaves, devoted exclusively to the promotion of their chil-
dren’s well- being. The relationship should be intimate, spontaneous, and emo-
tionally honest; it should involve a genuine sharing of selves between parent 
and child, with the child experiencing its parent as a real person, with her own 
interests and enthusiasms, and the discretion to pursue them to some extent. 
Of course, there are crucial limits to this, limits that vary as the child develops. 
Sometimes playing the fiduciary role will indeed mean keeping children’s inter-
ests clearly in mind; there are obviously limits on the kinds of sharing of selves, 
and ways of sharing selves, that are appropriate. But if we are clear that the 
child’s interest is in a particular kind of intimate- but- authoritative relationship, 
and see the parent’s fiduciary responsibility as that of developing one of those 
with her child, then it should be clear how parents’ rights will include rights to 
do things to and with their children that do not directly aim at serving those 
children’s interests.
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Conferring Advantage

Parents typically assume that they have the right to do things that benefit their 
children and not others. Indeed, they assume that showing favoritism toward 
their children— acting partially toward them— is morally required. That’s what 
parents are supposed to do; it’s part of the job. Our justification of the family 
invokes the value of parents’ having a duty of care to their children, and that 
duty does indeed imply some putting of their children’s interests ahead of other 
people’s (including their own). Moreover, as we shall explain, wanting one’s 
children’s life to go well is part of what it means to love them. If I love my child 
and not yours, then I care more about my child’s well- being than I care about 
yours. We accept that children benefit, in terms of familial relationship goods, 
from having parents who are able to express their love by favoring them over 
others. But that doesn’t give parents a blank check, morally speaking. Our task 
here is to work out what ways of conferring advantage on their children parents 
do and do not have a right to engage in.

In our world, those with the resources can promote their children’s interests 
by all manner of means. Wealthy parents send their children to elite private 
schools that may enhance their children’s chances of entering good universities 
and getting good jobs, as well as providing educational experiences intrinsically 
superior to those provided by state- supported schools. Or they buy houses in 
neighborhoods that secure their children’s admission to state schools believed 
to be superior to others. They take their children on fancy holidays and buy 
them expensive clothes and toys; invest in safer cars; buy life insurance to pro-
tect them against the parents’ premature death; set up trust funds and bequeath 
them property; take them to museums; hire private tutors; send them to ex-
pensive summer camps; introduce them to well- connected adults; read them 
bedtime stories.

But it’s not only advantaged parents who help their children. Although what 
parents can do may differ across the class structure, understood broadly in terms 
of both economic and cultural capital, the moral question needs addressing  
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with respect to all parents. Those with above- average resources to devote to 
their children’s well- being will doubtless constitute the majority of our readers, 
and there is indeed a sense in which our argument has particularly important 
implications for them. But the desire that one’s children prosper is universal, 
and the sacrifice that parents are willing to undertake to that end is perhaps 
greatest among poor parents— think of economically and culturally disadvan-
taged immigrants desperate to give their children a decent start in life. Our 
theory must, and does, speak to their situation also.

Some Paradigm Cases

Our account of familial relationship goods yields a standard for assessing the 
kinds of things that parents can properly claim a right to do to, with, or for their 
children. There must be permission, and social support, for those activities and 
interactions between parents and children that facilitate the realization of the 
goods that justify the family, even where those may generate unfair inequalities 
between children born to different families. Certainly, these are prima facie 
rights; by the end of the chapter we will have discussed how they may be de-
feated by more important moral considerations. Still, the interest in a familial 
relationship of the kind we have described is weighty enough, and the implied 
duties not so burdensome, that we should regard as rights those conditions 
necessary for that relationship to make its crucial and distinctive contribution 
to human well- being.

We begin by contrasting some paradigm cases of activities that must be per-
mitted, in order for familial relationships to flourish, with others that could 
normally be prohibited without jeopardizing the most valuable aspects of those 
relationships. The examples are highly simplified, and will be complicated over 
the course of the chapter, but they should serve to convey the core idea.

First, parents must be free to read bedtime stories to their children and 
should have considerable discretion over which books to read. Second, parents 
should be free to have their children accompany them to religious ceremonies 
and other valued activities and to enroll them in associations in which they will 
participate in the communities of value to which their parents belong (Hebrew 
school, the Ukrainian Youth League, cricket clubs, and so on). We shall discuss 
the latter in the next chapter. Here we consider the same kind of activity from 
a different perspective— its tendency, in some circumstances, to confer advan-
tage in ways that disrupt fair equality of opportunity.
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A parent reading a bedtime story is doing several things simultaneously. He 
is intimately sharing physical space with his child; sharing with her the content 
of a story selected by one of them; providing the background for future discus-
sions; preparing her for her bedtime and, if she is young enough, calming her; 
reinforcing the mutual sense of identification one with another. He is giving 
her exclusive attention in a space designated for that exclusive attention at a 
particularly important time of her day. Having one’s children accompany one 
to church is likewise a paradigm case because it involves similarly intimate in-
teraction and produces similar mutual identification. Without substantial op-
portunity to share himself intimately with his child, in ways that reflect his 
own judgments about what is valuable, the parent is deprived of the ability to 
forge and maintain an intimate relationship, and the child is deprived of that 
relationship. The loss is to the core of what is valuable about the relationship. 
Imagine that parents are barred from engaging in these or relevantly similar 
activities, or, less drastically, that such activities are made very difficult: the op-
portunities for realizing the familial relationship goods that justify the family 
would be severely limited.

The contrast is with those things we do to, with, and for our children that 
are not essential for the realization of the relationship goods that we have iden-
tified. Again, there is a wide range. Think of a parent who invests all possible 
resources in securing competitive advantage for his child: perhaps, say, send-
ing her to an expensive private school designed to optimize her chances in the 
competition for well- rewarded and interesting jobs, investing in a trust fund, 
and interacting with her on the basis of judgments about how best to develop 
her human capital. These activities are not protected by the considerations we 
have invoked concerning the value of the family. In normal circumstances at 
least, none of these is essential for the parent to carry out her special duty of 
care for the child— none is essential for the child’s fundamental interests to be 
adequately met— and none is essential for the important goods distinctively 
made available by the familial relationship.

It would be convenient if the first kind of activity were less damaging to equal 
opportunity than the second. Some strands in the egalitarian tradition have 
tended to assume this, and that something close enough to fair equality of op-
portunity can be achieved through a combination of public education policies 
intended to marginalize the impact of expensive private schooling and tax- 
transfer policies designed to mitigate the effects of unequal parental wealth on 
life prospects. Things would be easier if the reason why inequality persisted 
across generations was that well- off parents bequeathed property to their  
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children, or used their money to buy superior access to such advantage for their 
children. However, recent research in economics and sociology casts doubt on 
this assumption, suggesting that in fact parenting styles, culture, personality, 
and other factors that are, on our account, integral to valuable familial rela-
tionships, may have as much if not more impact on prospects for income and 
wealth than transfers from parents to children, or financial investment in their 
human capital.1 Sociologists influenced by Pierre Bourdieu conjecture that as 
long as outcomes are substantially unequal, and the family remains in place, 
parents who win the competition for outcomes will, even if unintentionally, 
turn their winnings into opportunities for their children. Through the family 
children are acculturated into the expectations of life, including work life, of 
their parents and their parents’ friends and acquaintances. Sometimes this is 
institutionalized: think of an apparently innocent phenomenon like “Take Our 
Daughters and Sons to Work Day,” which encourages parents to introduce their 
children to the world of work, but does so by exposing them to their own posi-
tion within the occupational structure. The family, even when kept within its 
genuinely valuable bounds, is more threatening to the prospects for equality of 
opportunity, even of the conventional kind, than many egalitarians might hope.

On our account of family values, it’s important that parents and children re-
ally get to know each other; parents must be free to share their enthusiasms, to 
talk about the things that interest them, to conduct the common life of the fam-
ily in ways that they are comfortable with, to take their children to visit the par-
ents’ friends, and so on. But these are some of the most important mechanisms 
that generate what sociologists call “cultural reproduction”— the tendency of 
norms, values, expectations, habits, perhaps personality types, to be transmit-
ted, or “reproduced,” between generations. So the mechanisms that yield fa-
milial relationship goods are also the mechanisms that tend to cause cultural 
reproduction within families. We might also think of them as the mechanisms 
that tend to “constitute” people as the people they are. Simplifying drastically, 
the day- to- day stuff of healthy familial relationships will tend to produce chil-
dren who are somewhat like their parents.

As long as that day- to- day stuff does not conflict with children’s right to 
autonomy, it seems hard to object to children’s turning out somewhat like their 
parents. We all know families where children’s mannerisms mirror those of 
their parents; an amused smile is the appropriate reaction. The problem is that 
these characteristics transmitted between generations within families cannot be 
conceived only in terms of “cultural reproduction.” They are less innocent than 
that, for they are inextricably connected to the intergenerational reproduction 
of inequality, or what sociologists call “social” or “class” reproduction— the ten-
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dency of parents and children to occupy similar positions in the distribution 
of benefits and burdens. Consider the following observation from sociologist 
Annette Lareau, whose ethnography Unequal Childhoods identifies the ways 
in which middle- class parenting styles confer competitive advantage on their 
children:

This kind of training developed in Alexander and other middle- class 
children a sense of entitlement. They felt they had a right to weigh in with 
an opinion, to make special requests, to pass judgment on others, and to 
offer advice to adults. They expected to receive attention and to be taken 
very seriously. It is important to recognize that these advantages and en-
titlements are historically specific. . . . They are highly effective strategies 
in the United States today precisely because our society places a premium 
on assertive, individualized actions executed by persons who command 
skills in reasoning and negotiation.2

Balancing family values and equality of opportunity is especially difficult be-
cause informal interactions within the family are so influential for children’s 
prospects.3

Parents’ Rights and Equality of Opportunity

So we have some paradigm cases of parent- child interactions that can, and can-
not, be justified by appeal to the value of familial relationship goods. Those that 
can— bedtime stories, taking children to church and cricket— are the kind of 
thing that parents have a right to do with their children. Those that cannot— 
sending one’s child to an elite private school, bequeathing her one’s property— 
are not. Before going on to blur the boundaries between the two types of case, 
and complicating the story in several other ways, let’s step back from the de-
tails and make four quite general points about the structure of the issue we are 
addressing.

The first emphasizes a particular implication of framing the distributive 
problem raised by parents’ rights in terms of the conflict with fair equality of 
opportunity. We are focusing on the extent and nature of parents’ rights to do 
things to, with, and for their children where doing those things confers on their 
children advantage of a particular kind: advantage, relative to otherwise simi-
lar children, in the competition for jobs and the rewards that go with them. 
Two aspects of this are worth distinguishing. One is that we are talking about 
the conferral of advantage, where that is understood in terms of a comparison 
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with others (as in tennis). The issue is not what parents may do to benefit their 
children (i.e., to make them better off than they would otherwise be), but what 
they may do to confer advantage on them (i.e., to make them better off than 
others). On its own, that may seem trivial— a distinction of interest to philoso-
phers but without any real moral or political significance. But add in the second 
aspect— that we are talking about the conferral of competitive advantage— and 
things become more interesting. The point about parents’ rights to interact with 
their children in ways that confer that kind of advantage is, crucially, that if 
some children are getting it and others are not, then those who aren’t are not 
just worse off than the others; they are worse off than they would have been if 
the others had not been getting it. (Again, think of tennis: the player who has 
“advantage” is not only better off than her opponent; she is better off in absolute 
terms— consider her chance of winning the game— than she was at “deuce.”)

The issue at stake, when the conflict is with fair equality of opportunity, is not 
whether parents have the right to benefit their children. It’s whether they have 
the right to benefit them in ways that confer competitive advantage on them. 
And that’s an issue because whatever they do to confer competitive advantage 
is not neutral in its effects on other children— it does not leave untouched, but 
rather is detrimental to, those other children’s prospects in the competition 
for jobs and associated rewards. Children who are not on the receiving end of 
competitive- advantage- conferring parental activities are worse off, at least in 
that respect, just because others are on the receiving end of them. Recalling the 
relation between rights and duties should bring out the structure of the moral 
issue. In thinking about what rights parents should have with respect to their 
children, we are necessarily thinking about the duties of others. Since permit-
ting the conferral of advantage makes things worse for some children— those 
who don’t get it— why exactly do we have a duty to let parents engage in these 
advantage- conferring activities, and, more specifically, what exactly do we have 
a duty to let them do?

Suppose that, because of its importance for familial relationship goods, a 
parent has a right to do something with her child that will in fact confer com-
petitive advantage on the child. It doesn’t follow that the parent has a right to 
confer that (or indeed any) advantage on the child. What is protected, on our 
account, is the parent- child interaction, not the advantage- conferral to which, 
in the imagined case, it gives rise. This is the second point: our account justi-
fies a right to a particular kind of parent- child interaction because it realizes 
familial relationship goods, but it gives no reason for the state not to pursue 
other distributive goals, such as fair equality of opportunity, by taxing the ben-
efit, or by breaking the connection between those goods and the other forms 
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of advantage that might— and often do— otherwise accompany them. Suppose 
that the state did indeed break that connection, and did it so thoroughly that 
none of the familial interactions to which parents have rights any longer yielded 
any competitive advantage to their children. No parent could properly criticize 
the state for violating his right to confer that advantage on his child: he has no 
such right.

Whether, and to what extent, the practices that realize the goods of family 
life yield inequalities in the distribution of other goods depends on the design 
of social institutions. Take bedtime stories as our paradigm case of a protected 
parent- child interaction. Assume further that reading to one’s children for fif-
teen minutes every evening has a demonstrable positive effect on both their ex-
pected lifetime income and their competitiveness for interesting and rewarding 
jobs. While, on our account, this tendency to upset fair equality of opportunity 
would not license attempts to prevent the reading of bedtime stories, that dis-
tributive goal could perfectly well be pursued by attempts to reduce the extent 
to which bedtime stories influence children’s prospects for the goods governed 
by that principle. Governments might undertake measures designed to lessen 
the effect of such stories on lifetime expected income or on the other, less tan-
gible, benefits attaching to occupations, such as how interesting they are, their 
status, and the self- fulfillment offered to those exercising the relevant responsi-
bilities. This might involve a reduction in wage inequalities or the development 
of an occupational structure in which these other benefits were distributed 
more equally between occupations.4 Even where the government may not— on 
pain of violating parents’ rights— interfere with the intrafamilial processes that 
generate particular attributes in children, those rights do not protect the in-
equalities of opportunity that those processes currently tend to produce. The 
government may perfectly well seek to shape the social environment so as to 
diminish the extent of the influence of those attributes on children’s prospects. 
It may, in other words, try to break the link between the kinds of parent- child 
interaction that make the family valuable, and which are protected by parents’ 
rights, and the extrinsic goods that those interactions currently yield.

So we must be careful when specifying what is protected by parents’ rights. 
Parents can have rights to do things to and with their children that generate cer-
tain attributes in those children, and, in certain circumstances, those attributes 
may give them competitive advantage over others. It is tempting to infer from 
this that they have the right to produce those attributes and confer that com-
petitive advantage. In one, rather loose, sense, they do: preventing them from 
engaging in those activities, in the current circumstances where the competi-
tive advantage results, would indeed violate their rights. But there is another  
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sense in which they don’t: parents do indeed have rights to interact with their 
children in particular ways, but they do not have rights to bring about the dis-
tributive outcomes that result from the way those attributes currently interact 
with, for example, the labor market or the tax and transfer system. There is 
plenty of room for governments to pursue egalitarian distributive goals while 
respecting parents’ rights.

Parents, then, do not have rights to produce the inequalities of opportu-
nity that in present circumstances result from those features of the parent- child 
relationship to which they can indeed claim rights. Nonetheless, and this is 
our third point, even if parents do not have rights to violate fair equality of 
opportunity, in the careful sense suggested, it could still be that, all things con-
sidered, governments would be justified in letting them do just that. Consid-
erations concerning incentives and the efficiently productive use of resources 
may warrant permitting— and perhaps even encouraging— parents to do things 
for their children that exceed what they have a right to do for them. Even where 
conferring competitive advantage on their children is not something that par-
ents can claim as a matter of right— because it is not susceptible to justification 
by appeal to children’s interest in familial relationship goods— it may yet be 
justified for governments to adopt policies that allow them to do just that. That’s 
because parents’ rights and fair equality of opportunity do not exhaust the set of 
relevant normative considerations.

Toward the end of chapter 2 we emphasized the limits of fair equality of op-
portunity and discussed different ways in which equality of opportunity might 
be conceived. But we also mentioned the idea that, however conceived, equality 
might not be the most important distributive goal. Advocates of “prioritarian-
ism,” for example, think that what matters fundamentally is not that children 
should have equality of opportunity but that opportunities should be distrib-
uted in ways that reflect the weightier claims of the less advantaged. Suppose 
they are right: benefiting the less advantaged within a society is more important 
than providing its children with fair equality of opportunity.5 In that case the 
government may be doing the right thing if it allows parents to favor their own 
children in ways that conflict with that kind of equality, even though parents 
lack the right to engage in that kind of favoring. For example, if disallowing a 
practice would reduce parents’ tendency to deploy their productive assets to 
develop the human capital of others, in ways that would redound to the benefit 
of the less advantaged, the government might legitimately permit the practice. 
Even if parents have no right to bequeath property to their children, or to spend 
more money on their education than is available to other parents, how they 
would react to a policy denying them the freedom to do those things might 
warrant rejection of that policy.
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We could think of this as a prioritarian harnessing of parents’ motivation 
to benefit their children, analogous to the Pareto or “incentives” argument for 
permitting inequalities that will be familiar to readers of philosophical debates 
on distributive justice following Rawls’s famous “difference principle.” We are 
talking here about the equivalent argument, adapted to the parent- child, fair 
equality of opportunity, case. As far as that case is concerned, our view is that 
although a government may indeed be justified in harnessing parental motiva-
tions of this kind, in the relevant empirical circumstances, it remains the case 
that parents have no right to favor their children in these ways, unless they can 
be derived from our account of familial relationship goods.6

The previous points concerned the extent and specification of parents’ 
rights to do things that would confer advantage on their children. By using 
fair equality of opportunity as the foil for our discussion, we have effectively 
been thinking of “conferring advantage” as equivalent to “giving children pros-
pects greater than those they would have under fair equality of opportunity.” So 
we, and doubtless our readers, have had in mind advantaged parents who do 
things to, with, or for their children that tend to give their children a better than 
fair chance, but whose familial interactions may be protected by the role they 
play in the production of familial relationship goods. But, as we said, a theory 
must address also the disadvantaged, who are just as likely to be motivated to 
promote their children’s interests, even if they are less likely to possess the re-
sources to do so effectively. For illiterate parents, for example, or for members 
of ethnic minorities whose children are known to suffer from various biases in 
education systems and labor markets, buying private tuition and, if they could 
afford it, elite private education, might have a rather different significance. 
When a parent living in a poor neighborhood with failing schools struggles to 
improve his daughter’s prospects, he is, surely, trying to benefit her. But he may 
not be trying to confer advantage on her— not if “advantage” is understood in 
terms of a comparison with others. He may simply be acting to mitigate the 
disadvantage she would otherwise suffer— to provide her with more of the op-
portunities that she would have under a regime of fair equality of opportunity. 
So it’s not obvious that we need to accord him any right to confer advantage on 
his daughter, and in that case the issue of parents’ rights to confer advantage 
might not arise at all.

Alas, things are not that straightforward. The poverty- stricken parent may 
not be advantaging his daughter relative to children born to more prosperous 
families, but he will presumably be increasing her prospects relative to other 
children born into poverty. Indeed, although parents might indeed be aiming 
simply to give their own children the chances they would have under the prin-
ciple of fair equality of opportunity, the effect of their actions may be to increase 
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the deprivation of others as defined by that very principle. Other children, sim-
ilarly talented and motivated, still have their prospects worsened; in that sense 
the parents’ actions contravene, rather than being demanded by, fair equality of 
opportunity.7 Does our account of the value of the family yield parents a right 
to seek that their own children achieve what they would have under fair equal-
ity of opportunity when they could be helping other people’s children achieve 
it instead— perhaps, to combine it with the previous point, children with even 
worse prospects than their own?

As long as we are talking about prima facie rights, the answer is yes. This is 
where the parental duty of care is important. There is a distinct value to chil-
dren that comes from their being raised by particular adults charged with the 
task of protecting their interests. Clearly there can be reasonable disagreement 
about the extent and kind of protection of children’s interests that constitutes 
this fiduciary role, but in our view one has a prima facie duty, qua parent, to 
try not merely to avert outcomes that are bad for one’s children in some abso-
lute sense— such as malnutrition or a high risk of physical assault— but also to 
try to reduce the risk of those that would leave them unfairly disadvantaged 
relative to others. A parent- child relationship in which parents are not free to 
seek to promote their children’s interests even to that limited extent does not 
take seriously enough the importance of the fiduciary role of parents— the 
benefit that comes to children from being raised by adults whose role is to try 
to ensure that they are not on the wrong end of unfair inequalities of oppor-
tunity. Parents’ rights to confer advantage on their children, on our account, 
are much more limited than is commonly thought. Many kinds of favoritism 
or partiality that parents take for granted cannot in fact be justified by appeal 
to familial relationship goods. But we are talking specifically about conferring 
advantage. Parents’ rights to counter their children’s prospective disadvantage 
are different.

Wanting One’s Loved One’s Life to Go Better

With these general observations out of the way, we can get back to our para-
digm cases and address a couple of the doubts and complications that may have 
led some readers to suspect us of sleight of hand. We have presented bedtime 
stories, and having one’s children accompany one to church (or to cricket), as 
examples of the kinds of things that parents have a right to do with their chil-
dren, and they have a right to do them even if that leads to unfair inequalities of 
opportunity. Spending one’s money on elite private education, or bequeathing 
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it to one’s children, falls on the other side of the line; they are not the kind of 
parent- child interaction to which parents can claim rights. The difference, we 
have claimed, is that the former are needed for the familial relationship to make 
its distinctive contribution to children’s flourishing, whereas the latter are not. 
There are two important objections to that claim. One is that loving parents 
will be motivated quite generally to promote their children’s interests, and that 
anything that parents may do to that end should be regarded as realizing a kind 
of familial relationship good. The other is that there are situations in which 
activities like sending one’s child to an elite private school or bequeathing her 
property do in fact contribute to the realization of familial relationship goods 
even on the account that we have given of what those goods are. The latter will 
be discussed in the next section. Here we consider the former.

Parents must be free to engage in activities such as reading bedtime stories 
and being accompanied to church because these actions contribute to the very 
valuable relationship goods that the family is distinctively able to provide to 
children. Parents’ rights extend to those actions needed for the kind of rela-
tionship that will deliver those goods. But parents can be, and typically are, 
motivated by the more general desire to improve the quality of their children’s 
lives. We care that all people’s lives go well, but we care more, and in different 
ways, about the lives of those we love. And there is a distinctive value to having 
one’s life go better because loved ones have acted to bring that about. It’s good if 
nature or strangers bestow benefits on us, but it’s good in a different and special 
way if those benefits come from those who love us, from those who have raised 
us and with whom we enjoy the distinctive parent- child relationship that lies at 
the heart of our account. The suggestion, then, is that the proposed approach to 
parents’ rights, which derives them from children’s interest in having a particu-
lar kind of relationship with those who raise them, can ground parents’ rights 
to seek to benefit their children quite generally. Only if they are permitted to do 
that can the relationship yield these distinctive benefits to children.

Let’s be clear how far this objection reaches. This chapter is about par-
ents’ rights to confer advantage on their children, not simply to benefit them. 
A loving parent may indeed want to promote her child’s well- being, but it 
would be odd, perhaps even a little creepy, if the ultimate aim of her endeav-
ors were that her child be better off than others. (Imagine a parent thinking: 
“I don’t care how well her life goes. What matters is that it goes better than 
other people’s.” Imagine a child thinking: “I don’t care whether my parents 
can make my life better. What matters is that they can make it go better 
than other people’s.”) So it’s tempting to think that the objection is beside the 
point: we are interested in whether parents have rights to confer advantage 
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on their children; but only creepy parents and children would be interested 
in doing and receiving that.

But that is too quick. When benefits are scarce, as they usually are, not ev-
erybody can get them. Parents who want their children to be among those who 
do get them will find themselves involved in the pursuit of competitive advan-
tage; advantage over others is here valued instrumentally, as a means to the ul-
timate end of absolute benefit. So, given the way goods are allocated in societies 
such as ours, the sensible way to promote your child’s well- being is indeed likely 
to be to improve her competitive position relative to others: that is, improving 
her relative advantage with respect to the various competitions— for schools, 
universities, jobs— by which those goods are distributed. That’s why the objec-
tion cuts deep: if successful parent- child relationships require parents to be free 
to promote their children’s interests in general, and putting them in a good 
position to succeed in the competitions that determine the allocation of goods 
is the way for them to do that, then by our own criterion for deciding the scope 
and content of parents’ rights, they do indeed have the right to invest in their 
children’s competitive advantage.

If the objection were valid, that would bring our view in line with the con-
ventional wisdom. Parents are widely held to have the right to invest in their 
children’s competitive advantage, and to bequeath them property, in order to 
promote their well- being. Indeed, parents are often thought to have a duty to 
do those things, where they can. To show why we persist in denying that par-
ents have rights of that kind, we need to explain why the familial relationship 
goods that are invoked to support those rights are subordinate to the primary 
or core familial relationship goods that lie at the heart of our theory. For us, 
those goods are parasitic on those core goods, and they are secondary in the 
sense of being less important: children’s interest in a relationship that permits 
their realization is not weighty enough to ground parents’ having rights to act 
in ways that realize them.

Suppose parents were prevented from acting on their loving motivation gen-
erally to advance their children’s well- being— by bestowing particular excel-
lences or intrinsic goods on them, or by bestowing on them advantages in the 
competition to achieve positions from which they might secure those things for 
themselves in later life. Would they and their children be deprived of a good, 
and one that is distinctively made available by parent- child relationships? We 
think that they would. Consider this first from the parents’ point of view: if 
people could pursue their own well- being, and could impartially act to promote 
the well- being of others, but were not allowed to pursue that of their loved ones 
in particular, they would indeed suffer a loss; forms of feeling for particular 
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others, including the willingness to put the well- being of a loved one before 
one’s own, would be denied a valuable mode of expression. And just as the 
goods realized in other kinds of intimate relationship are not, for many people, 
adequate substitutes for those achieved in parent- child relationships, so being 
free to further the interests of one’s children allows expression of a distinctive 
kind of love: love for a person for whom one has acted as fiduciary, with whom 
one has enjoyed special and particular kinds of intimacy, and so on.

Since parents’ rights are justified entirely by children’s interests in being 
raised by parents who have those rights, the distinctive value to parents of the 
freedom to confer advantage on their children does not enter into their justi-
fication. We elaborate that value only to flesh out the sense in which the goods 
in question are distinctive. For analogous considerations apply from the child’s 
perspective. Although we are talking now precisely of those kinds of advantage 
that could in one sense be received from anybody, there is a distinctive value to 
receiving those things from one’s parents. Even where the purpose is the same— 
the general furthering of the recipient’s interests rather than a more specifically 
“relationship” concern with intimacy, shared interests, or identification— the 
same bicycle, sports lessons, complete works of Shakespeare, or house will be 
valued differently depending on whether it comes from one’s parents or from 
one’s fellow citizens collectively, via the state, and rightly so. So children too 
have a distinct and specific interest in having their life made to go better by the 
loving acts of those with whom they have enjoyed the kind of intimate relation-
ship that, on our account, gives the family its primary value. Refuse parents the 
freedom to promote their children’s well- being in such ways and you deprive 
their children of a distinctively familial relationship good.

Why, then, don’t parents have rights generally to benefit their children? Al-
though distinctively familial relationship goods can indeed be realized when 
parents act in ways intended generally to help their children’s lives go better 
than they otherwise would, those goods are simply not weighty enough to war-
rant the state’s being under a duty to permit them to engage in those interac-
tions or transmissions, where permitting them conflicts with other children’s 
interest in fair equality of opportunity. The familial relationship goods that 
lie at the heart of our account make a hugely valuable contribution to human 
flourishing, sufficiently important to justify their protection by rights. But the 
good realized when parents act lovingly to promote their children’s interests in 
general is nothing like as significant or substantial.

When we consider whether and why children should be raised by parents, 
rather than by state functionaries, the following answer has no appeal: “Yes, 
because there are distinctive and weighty contributions to well- being that can 
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be realized only when parents and children enjoy an intimate, loving relation-
ship and when parents are permitted generally to promote the well- being of those 
whom they have raised.” The goods made possible by the italicized condition are 
not only less important than those that precede it; they are parasitic on them. 
It is only because and where one has enjoyed a distinctive kind of relationship 
with a child that one can claim distinctive value for one’s freedom generally to 
favor that child’s interests. It is only because and where one has enjoyed that 
kind of relationship with a parent that one can claim distinctive value for the 
freedom to have one’s interests promoted by that particular person. But these 
latter values are surely less important than the very relationship on which their 
value depends. As long as there is ample space available for parents to realize 
the more important familial relationship goods, those that yield our primary 
account of the family’s value, parents can claim no right to the further freedoms 
that would be required for them to act on their loving motivation generally to 
further their children’s interests.8

This analysis helps to explicate the sense of unease sometimes felt about 
parents who seem to care greatly that their children enjoy various material or 
cultural advantages but are less interested in actually spending time with them. 
That unease derives mainly from the view that such parents have misidenti-
fied what children really need from parents. Parents who, in order to earn the 
money required to send their children to expensive private schools, work such 
long hours that they hardly get to be with those children as they are growing 
up, or who send their young children away to schools believed likely to yield 
material and cultural benefits in due course, are, often, making a mistake about 
the ways in which parents can most effectively contribute to their children’s 
well- being, all things considered (as well as missing out on a potential source 
of flourishing in their own lives). From this perspective, their failure should be 
conceived as an inefficiency; guided by a misunderstanding of what is impor-
tant, parents are misallocating the resources (perhaps especially time) at their 
disposal.

But a nonprudential issue is also at stake in such cases. The interest in having 
one’s well- being promoted by one’s parents can be regarded as distinctively fa-
milial only where the interest is in having it promoted by someone with whom 
one has the particular kind of intimate, loving relationship that we have pre-
sented as justifying the institution of the family in the first place. Parents who 
seek generally to benefit their children rather than enjoying a relationship of 
that kind are not only (usually) misidentifying their children’s (and their own) 
good, nor are they simply failing properly to balance their children’s interests 
against those of other people’s. They are engaging in the kind of favoritism that 
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is simply not susceptible to justification by appeal to the value of the family. Of 
course, in practice, at least given contemporary views about parenting, things 
are unlikely to be quite so black- and- white. The father whose “love” for his 
children is expressed entirely by his paying for their nanny and school fees, and 
bequeathing them a share of his estate, is largely a thing of the past. Still, the 
analysis we have offered is helpful for understanding what was going wrong in 
such cases, and yields a framework for judging cases where the parent- child 
relationship has not gone quite as badly wrong as that.

The bottom line, then, is that parents do not have the right generally to ben-
efit their children by conferring advantage on them in a way that undermines 
fair equality of opportunity. We do not dispute that distinctively familial rela-
tionship goods can be realized when they do so— there is indeed something 
special going on when parents act on their loving motivation to benefit their 
children. But parents’ rights with respect to their children do not extend to 
all the actions that would produce all familial relationship goods. They have 
those rights required for the relationship to produce the core goods, which are 
indeed important enough to warrant holding others under the relevant duties. 
But children’s interest in the secondary, parasitic relationship goods is simply 
not weighty enough to ground the corresponding rights. Denying parents the 
freedom generally to promote their children’s interests indeed denies them the 
opportunity to express something valuable about familial love, and thereby to 
realize whatever value that expression has for their children (and for them). 
Still, it does not prevent them from realizing goods as valuable as the core fa-
milial relationship goods on which that value is parasitic.

Are Bequests and Bedtime Stories Really So Different?

The second objection to our attempt to distinguish between the paradigm cases 
of advantage- conferring activities to which parents have and don’t have rights 
appeals not to a broader conception of familial relationship goods. Rather, it 
points out that there are situations in which activities like sending one’s child 
to an elite private school or bequeathing her property do in fact contribute to 
the realization of the core familial relationship goods as we have defined them.

The challenge here runs as follows: It is one thing to provide an account 
of the properties that a particular parent- child interaction must have in order 
to ground a parental right to engage in that kind of interaction, another to 
determine whether a particular interaction, in a particular context, has those 
properties. What about circumstances where the success of the parent- child 
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relationship itself depends on transfers and investments of the kind we have put 
on the wrong side of the line? A child might feel entitled to parental largesse, 
especially if she observes a cultural pattern of large- scale parent- child giving/
bequeathing within her milieu. She might similarly feel undervalued if she is 
consigned to the ordinarily resourced local school when she knows that her 
parents could readily pay for her to attend the outstandingly resourced pri-
vate school some short distance away. A parent might feel that to do otherwise 
would be an expression of undervaluing her, and it might for that reason pol-
lute the relationship.

One version of this phenomenon can readily be dealt with. The child who 
holds her parents hostage, as it were, by demanding that they provide various 
luxuries (sports car, ski trip) as the price of continuing the relationship, can 
be put to one side as a selfish brat. The relationship that she is demanding that 
price to continue is simply not the kind that yields its members the relation-
ship goods we are talking about. It may indeed be that particular parents value 
particular kinds of interaction with their children enough to be willing to pay 
what those children demand for them, and we must of course acknowledge that 
familial relationships are complex, multifaceted, and likely to involve a mixture 
of healthy and unhealthy elements. Still, it is surely uncontroversial to claim 
that, the more a particular case tends toward the type described here, the more 
something has gone wrong— the relationship has become corrupted in ways 
that deprive it of the value central to our account.

More difficult are cases where no bargain is being struck, but where norms 
and conventions are such that even a nonmercenary child might experience a 
failure to bestow some forms of advantage as a failure of love. Here our response 
is somewhat conjectural. First, we doubt that such feelings would be prompted 
in a regime in which, for example, elite private schooling or large- scale gifting 
were effectively prohibited. If she is denied the opportunity to dispose of her 
resources in that way, a parent who does not use them to further her children’s 
interests can hardly be doing anything that demonstrates her misevaluation 
of the child, and the child cannot reasonably believe that she is. Second, it is 
important to keep clearly in mind how much of the significance of particular 
kinds of parent- child interaction is conventional. As Samuel Scheffler points 
out,

People’s judgments about the circumstances in which, and the extent to 
which, they have reason to give special weight to the interests of their 
intimates and associates are highly sensitive to the norms they have inter-
nalized and to the character of the prevailing social practices and institu-
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tions. Behaviour that is seen in one social setting as an admirable expres-
sion of parental concern, for example, may be seen in another setting as 
an intolerable form of favouritism or nepotism.9

We would argue that this conventional aspect extends to the significance that 
such norms have as expressions of parental love. Finally, even in a society where 
norms do firmly link loving to the conferral of various advantages, we con-
jecture that children who enjoy emotionally healthy relationships with their 
parents need not experience parental restraint as undervaluing. This is both 
because the parent has some influence over the emerging values of the child, as 
discussed in the next chapter, and because the parent has at her disposal many 
other ways to convey her love.

Quite apart from these general considerations about the expressive signifi-
cance of acts of giving things to, or doing things for, one’s children, there can 
also be more specific contexts in which instances of gifting and bequeathing, or 
of educational investment, are particularly valuable instantiations of the parent- 
child relationship. Consider the bequest of a house in which a family has lived, 
or a plot of land on which it has worked, for centuries. Perhaps, even though an 
egalitarian ethos and set of parental values could prevent children from feeling 
damaged by its unavailability, such a legacy, symbolizing the sense of continu-
ity over time and between generations that is among our “family values,” is an 
important good that would be lost in a regime of prohibition. Similarly, some 
parents wish their children to receive particular kinds of education neither be-
cause they want them to enjoy competitive advantage over others nor because 
they want them to partake of particular excellences that will make their lives go 
better, but because the parent- child relationship itself— or perhaps the child’s 
sense of herself as a member of a particular familial tradition— depends on 
the child’s knowing or understanding particular things (cricket, classical lan-
guages, music) not otherwise available, or, perhaps, on the child’s attending the 
school that one of his parents and, maybe, one of his grandparents, attended. In 
such cases, familial relationship goods might indeed be invoked as grounds for 
permitting such bequests and educational choices.

Our response is simply to remind the reader of a point made earlier. Suppose 
that, in a particular context, sending one’s child to a particular school, or kind of 
school, or bequeathing her a particular kind of property, would indeed realize 
such important familial relationship goods that parents may properly claim a 
right to engage in them. That implies no right to confer the incidental or contin-
gent benefits that typically attend the receipt of the goods that have this distinc-
tively familial significance. In our existing social and economic environment,  
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inheriting a house early in adulthood, or having a secure prospect of that inher-
itance, constitutes a substantial financial benefit and changes hugely the ways in 
which beneficiaries can plan and live their lives. The beneficiary is freed from 
the necessity of rent or mortgage payments, or can rent the house out to offset 
his housing costs in another residence. Requiring that the beneficiary actually 
live in the house, taxing the financial benefit (including any eventual sale of the 
house) at 100 percent, so that only the sentimental benefit is realized, is entirely 
consistent with recognizing the relationship goods case for permitting the be-
quest. The fact, where it is one, that elite private schooling may be justified by 
appeal to family values in no way counts against governments’ attempting to 
reconfigure the distribution of wages so that such schooling yields no earnings 
premium nor any of the other benefits that winners in the labor market tend 
currently to enjoy.

Alternatives, Discretion, and Spontaneity

A second response to the idea that familial relationship goods could justify be-
quests and educational choices is more complicated, raising issues far- reaching 
enough to warrant their own heading. It concerns the alternative means by 
which parents and children can realize familial relationship goods. Suppose a 
particular parent- child interaction is indeed, in the context, a vehicle for the 
realization of those goods. That is not enough to establish a right to that in-
teraction, since there may be other means by which families can do as well, or 
well enough, in terms of “family values” but that are less disruptive of equality. 
Our reaction to a parent who appeals to the value of her familial relationship to 
ground a right to do something that confers substantial advantage on her child 
is to wonder whether she might not find other means of achieving her ends— 
means that are less detrimental to the interests of others.

We owe parents a set of means, or a range of options, by which to realize 
the goods that the family has to offer its members, but what means or options 
should go into that set is a complicated matter. Doubtless there are families for 
whom the bequest of property, or children’s acquiring a particular accomplish-
ment or attending a particular school, is indeed a means by which important 
familial relationship goods are realized. Were permitting such interactions the 
only way for families to realize those goods, that might indeed be sufficient to 
ground the corresponding right. Typically, however, there are, or can easily be, 
alternative mechanisms for their realization, mechanisms that conflict less with 
other valuable distributive goals, so the case for their protection is weak.
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This observation raises a number of complexities. One concerns how we 
specify the interactions that require protection if familial relationship goods 
are to be realized. Our presenting bedtime stories as a paradigm case of a pro-
tected activity can now be seen to have begged a question about whether such 
stories are indeed “essential” or “necessary” for the familial relationship to yield 
its distinctive fruit. Are there no functional equivalents that might do as well 
in terms of family values while doing less to undermine fair equality of op-
portunity? What about lunchtime stories, or bedtime songs? Although, as our 
initial articulation of their paradigmatic status suggested, we suspect that there 
is indeed something special about a young child’s bedtime, what our account 
actually identifies, at the fundamental level, is the case for protecting not any 
particular, tightly specified, kind of interaction but a harder- to- define set of op-
tions that between them afford families the space necessary for them to enjoy 
and realize the goods of family life. If it turned out that other activities could 
be substituted for bedtime stories, and that prohibition would result in no loss 
to the distinctive values that parents and children are able to derive from their 
relationship, then our account would have no grounds for objecting to their 
prevention.

But those are very big ifs. Any attempt to think seriously about the sphere 
of protected activity implied by our account has to bear in mind that different 
families will realize familial relationship goods through different kinds of in-
teraction and shared activity, and, crucially, that healthy intimate relationships 
need to be spontaneous. While the family is not part of a “private sphere,” a 
realm somehow beyond considerations of distributive justice and in principle 
immune to state action, the important kernel of truth in the privacy picture is 
that some degree of parental discretion is important, and that the monitoring 
and regulation of intimate relationships threaten to destroy the spontaneity on 
which much of their value depends. That is true whether the monitoring and 
regulation are carried out by the state or by the individuals themselves.

These points about parental discretion and spontaneity have to be treated 
carefully. Families are indeed different in ways that mean that successful parent- 
child relationships will tend to arise and be sustained through different kinds of 
interaction, or similar kinds of interaction focused on different particular ac-
tivities. Still, their members can reasonably be expected to adapt, over time and 
within limits, some of which will be determined by other, not intrinsically fa-
milial, normative considerations (such as respect for parents’ own views about 
what gives life value). Parents do not have a right to just that set of familial- 
relationship- good- realizing options that they would prefer, and some political 
actions aimed at shaping the mechanisms by which families realize the goods of 



142 | chaPter 5

family life may be legitimate. What parents have as a matter of right, however, 
at any particular time, is enough discretion over the detailed ways in which the 
parent- child relationship is conducted for it to be experienced as a spontane-
ous, loving, intimate sharing of lives. It’s also important, for children’s healthy 
moral and emotional development, that the parent should herself have some 
authority over what the child does, again within limits. The delivery, however 
conscientiously undertaken, of a sequence of state- prescribed bedtime stories 
is unlikely to fit the bill— or it will do that only if there are enough other arenas 
where children are subject to the loving authority of their parents and parents 
are free, both from external regulation and from continuous self- monitoring, 
to act on their natural, instinctive desire to share their lives and enthusiasms 
with their children.10

This claim about the value of spontaneity takes on extra significance in the 
light of our discussion in the previous section. We acknowledged there that a 
loving parent will be motivated quite generally to promote the well- being of her 
child, and that permitting her to act on that motivation would indeed realize 
goods distinctively made available by the familial relationship. But we argued 
that there was no right to act on that motivation as long as there is ample space 
available for parents to realize the more important familial relationship goods, 
those that yield our primary account of the family’s value. Since successful inti-
mate relationships require a good deal of relaxed spontaneity, and since a lov-
ing parent will be motivated spontaneously to promote her child’s well- being, 
this italicized condition is important. A parent constantly monitoring herself to 
make sure that she does not act on her natural motivation to assist her children 
lest she do things— such as occasionally helping them with their homework— 
that may confer advantage on them is hardly going to be enjoying a relaxed 
relationship with them or making them feel special. To be sure, it is the con-
stancy of the self- monitoring that is the problem, and there is a good deal more 
to be said about the kinds or degrees of self- monitoring that are and are not 
compatible with successful familial relationships. While we bracket that further 
discussion, it should at least be clear how our account gives parents a right to 
the spontaneous enjoyment of parent- child interactions— including those in 
which parents lovingly act to promote their children’s well- being— even where 
such interactions will lead to the furthering of their child’s interests in ways 
that would not be justified if parents were deliberately (i.e., nonspontaneously) 
aiming at them.

Unlike occasional helping with homework, however, the bequest of houses 
or other property, or the choice of elite private schools, is not the kind of child- 
favoring interaction the protection of which could be defended by appeal to the 
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importance of spontaneous familial loving relationships.11 As long as parents 
have an adequate set of means by which to realize those goods in other ways, 
they can hardly invoke the necessity of a space of unmonitored discretion to 
justify the inclusion of those particular, deliberate, choices within the set of 
familial interactions that they can claim as rights.

Beyond Fair Equality of Opportunity and Prima Facie Rights

In summary, then, parents have no right to confer advantage on their chil-
dren but they do have the prima facie right to do things to, with, and for their 
children that may, in particular contexts, result in the conferral of competitive 
advantage. Children’s interest in a familial relationship of the kind we have de-
scribed is weighty enough for us to regard as prima facie rights the freedoms 
that parents need for that relationship to make its hugely important contribu-
tion to human well- being, which includes scope for discretion and spontaneity. 
Depending on the circumstances, particularly the way that the social environ-
ment is constructed, the exercise of those freedoms may result in some chil-
dren’s enjoying unfairly good, and others unfairly bad, prospects in the labor 
market— where “unfair” is defined relative to the principle of fair equality of op-
portunity. That principle gives us reason to reform the social environment— to 
decouple the interactions productive of our core familial relationship goods 
from the competitive advantage to which those interactions may give rise— but 
it would infringe parents’ rights to attempt to promote that distributive ideal by 
denying them the freedom to engage in those interactions. Simply put, familial 
relationship goods are more important than fair equality of opportunity.

We must now acknowledge two kinds of incompleteness in the analysis. 
On the one hand, we have been talking only about prima facie rights. On the 
other hand, we have been discussing specifically the conflict between the fam-
ily and fair equality of opportunity. As we explained in the introduction to 
part 2, prima facie rights may conflict with, and in particular circumstances 
be outweighed by, other prima facie rights. And, as we explained in chapter 2, 
fair equality of opportunity is a rather specific distributive principle. Suppose 
we are correct that children’s interest in familial relationship goods is weighty 
enough to ground the prima facie parents’ rights that we have derived from 
it; that interest is indeed sufficiently important to hold others under the cor-
responding prima facie duties. Suppose we are correct, also, in holding that the 
interest in those goods should win out in any conflict with the interest in fair 
equality of opportunity. What happens if other duties conflict with the duty to 
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respect parents’ rights, or if parents have duties to others that conflict with the 
prima facie rights that they have as parents? And what happens if family values 
can be realized only by the violation of distributive goals more urgent than fair 
equality of opportunity? Presenting our position on parents’ rights as a claim 
about prima facie rights may have the advantage of corresponding to ordinary 
usage, but it leaves open the question of how they should be weighed against 
other moral considerations. And pitting the family against a conventional prin-
ciple of fair equality of opportunity may yield a specific value conflict about 
which we can offer a relatively uncontroversial determinate judgment, but it is 
seriously misleading if understood as a description of the real- world situation 
and risks blinding us to the wider distributive questions.

When parents in affluent societies devote resources (time, energy, money) 
to their own children, they are not merely acting in ways that may deprive 
other children of fair equality of opportunity. They are acting in ways that leave 
others— adults as well as children, but let’s just think of the children— in situ-
ations of dire need. That is true at the global level, where every day many are 
dying for lack of basic necessities, but not only at that level; even affluent societ-
ies like the United States and the United Kingdom allow some children to grow 
up in poverty. Suppose we have duties to assist those children, and suppose 
those duties are more urgent than at least some of the prima facie duties we 
owe our own children. In that case, many of the things that parents do to, with, 
or for their children, and which are indeed things to which they may claim a 
prima facie right, will simply be outweighed by the more pressing claims of 
others. Familial relationship goods are indeed extremely valuable, and we have 
emphasized how little, by way of advantage- conferral, can be justified by appeal 
to them. But it could still be that, given the extent of injustice in the world, or 
within our own societies, many of us would be overindulging in those goods 
even if we acted within the limits set down by our theory. Bedtime stories may 
indeed be crucial for familial relationship goods, but can parents really claim a 
right to read them in a world where their opportunity cost can be measured in 
the lives of others?

We cannot provide anything approaching a fully worked- out answer to these 
broader questions about our duties to others in an unjust world— not, alas, be-
cause we lack the space but because we do not have such an answer; judging the 
considerations at stake would require us to defend a general theory of global 
justice. But it is not our purpose, in this book, to persuade readers of any view 
of that kind. They will have their own opinions on these wider matters, and it 
would distract from our focus on the family if we sought to defend a particu-
lar position on, for example, the nature and weight of our duties to the global 
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poor— or even to those living in poverty within our own societies. If correct, 
our theory of family values has radical implications even on rather modest or 
conventional understandings of the extent of our duties to others; it challenges 
much of what parents currently do to favor their children even at the level of 
prima facie rights and even when we are considering only the conflict with fair 
equality of opportunity. It challenges readers who think they have no duties 
to the global poor, for example, or who believe that their distributive duties to 
their fellow citizens can be discharged entirely by their supporting domestic 
policies that aim at fair equality of opportunity while respecting parents’ rights. 
Placing our approach against the backdrop of more demanding distributive 
principles risks being a sidetrack or digression. Still, we cannot resist outlining 
a few ways in which our theory relates to that broader context, with implica-
tions for parents’ rights all things considered (and not merely prima facie) to 
confer advantage on their children.

So far we have deliberately abstracted from the question of distributive jus-
tice among adults. We have been talking about the extent and nature of parents’ 
rights to confer advantage on their children as if the only distributive issue 
raised by that conferral were the potential conflict with fair equality of oppor-
tunity. This can be thought of as focusing on the problem as entirely one of 
justice between children: what rights do parents have to act in ways that tilt the 
playing field for the next generation? But that is a good question even on the 
assumption that the resources available to parents are justly theirs. Whatever 
your preferred theory of distributive justice, imagine that all parents have ex-
actly the resources— money, time, cultural capital— they should have. Perhaps 
all have the same, or perhaps there are inequalities but the inequalities are just 
because they have arisen in the right way in a context of just background con-
ditions. (Perhaps, for example, they arose under conditions of fair equality of 
opportunity.) Even if parents have exactly what they can properly claim as their 
just entitlements, or just deserts (or however you want to think about the justice 
of the distribution of resources among parents), still there is an issue about what 
rights they have, qua parents, to use their justly held resources to confer advan-
tage on their children. That, in fact, is what we have been discussing.

Readers who regard the current, actual, distribution of resources between 
parents as just will probably think that we have been focusing on the right— the 
relevant— issue. But some may suspect that, in the real world, many of those 
children who in fact enjoy unfairly superior prospects have parents who are 
themselves beneficiaries of an unjust distribution of resources. Perhaps their 
parents also had parents who were able to tilt the playing field in their favor, or 
perhaps the injustice came about by other means. In that case the question of 
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their rights to confer advantage on their children looks rather different. Now 
we have to ask whether those parents have a duty to divest themselves of their 
unjust share of resources, and to direct them in ways that would most closely 
approximate their just distribution, before even thinking about their rights to 
use them to confer advantage on their children. Suppose that, in an otherwise 
just society, some large packet of resources that you knew to be stolen fell into 
your hands. Those resources aren’t yours to devote to your children, or to de-
vote to anything. They aren’t yours at all. So it looks plausible that, whatever 
your prima facie rights qua parent, you have a more weighty duty to restore 
them to their rightful owners. (Of course, literally “restoring” the resources 
may not be appropriate or possible. Cultural capital, and, perhaps, time, cannot 
be returned in the same way that other more tangible and alienable forms of 
property can be. But the idea that one has a duty to compensate those who lack 
their just share of such resources still makes sense.)

Seeing parents’ rights stricto sensu— that is, “all things considered” rather 
than prima facie— as depending on a broader account of one’s distributive du-
ties clearly opens up other questions. Philosophers working on distributive 
justice, for example, currently debate what members of rich countries owe to 
poor ones. Some think that the distributive duties that exist between members 
of states, or somewhat state- like schemes of cooperation, are different in kind 
from, and more extensive than, those that apply simply to people qua human 
beings. In their view, fellow citizens, or those cooperating within shared in-
stitutions, or those engaged in the shared project of collective self- rule, owe 
each other distinctively egalitarian forms of distributive justice. There is an-
other big debate about the extent to which duties of distributive justice fall on 
individuals rather than being discharged primarily, and perhaps entirely, by 
collectives, via political institutions. Mere mention of these controversies may 
be enough to explain why we cannot provide a comprehensive treatment of 
how our theory of family values fits into a wider framework. Our best attempt 
at a general formulation of how it fits in is that our aim is to offer an account of 
the kind of parent- child interactions that are susceptible to justification by ap-
peal to the value of the family and that must be permitted if people are to realize 
that value in their lives. We are happy to present our analysis in terms of prima 
facie rights, but offering any determinate judgments about what parents have 
the right to do, all things considered in the circumstances, to, with, and for their 
children would require us to bite more bullets than we have the appetite for, 
especially as we suspect that any biting that we might go in for would detract 
from the thrust of our argument.
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Conclusion

We noted in chapter 2 that fair equality of opportunity is limited in various 
ways. One concerns the specification of the people between whom equality of 
opportunity is to pertain: it holds specifically that there should be equality of 
prospects between those of similar talents and willingness to use them. Another 
concerns what it is that those people should have equal opportunity for: the 
prospects are conceived in terms of positions in the occupational structure, and 
the kinds of rewards (money, opportunities for self- realization through work) 
that typically attach to them. But, as we also observed, it is perfectly coherent 
to endorse a distributive principle that applies much more broadly, to the op-
portunity for goods of a rather different kind. We might, for example, think 
about the distribution of opportunities for familial relationship goods them-
selves. So far this chapter has treated familial relationships as obstacles to the 
realization of egalitarian ideals. True, we have argued that the conflict between 
the family and equality is in fact much less stark than is commonly recognized; 
in our view, parents and children can enjoy healthy familial relationships, and 
parents can exercise all the rights needed for those relationships to make their 
distinctive contribution to well- being, without our having to tolerate anything 
like the kinds of inequalities of opportunity (for anything!) to which familial 
interactions currently give rise. But that argument, though important, still has 
family values on one side of the line and distributive considerations on the 
other. We conclude with the suggestion that the former be incorporated into 
the latter, as it were, by treating familial relationship goods as distribuenda: that 
is, as among the goods that people should have opportunities, perhaps equal 
opportunities, for.

Think of parents who attempt to raise their children in poverty in the United 
States. They cannot afford the more expensive housing that provides access to 
well- resourced schools in which their children can interact with a peer group 
with high aspirations, and most do not have the cultural capital that would en-
able them successfully to navigate the schools their children do attend. They 
may lack health insurance, and thus access to a primary care physician; their 
children are therefore more likely than others to miss school, or to be sick when 
at school. Their neighborhoods may be dangerous, or lack the concentration 
of social and cultural capital that contributes to children’s and adults’ ability to 
negotiate social institutions effectively.12 To earn the income needed to com-
pensate for these disadvantages, the parent may need to take two or more jobs, 
work long hours, perhaps with long travel times to and from work. Her attempt  
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to serve her children’s interests well thus militates against her ability to enjoy 
with them an intimate relationship of the kind that is often crucial to the chil-
dren’s emotional and moral development, quite apart from its value to the 
parent.

Our account of family values emphasizes adults’ interest in acting as fiducia-
ries for children. But, of course, in the real world parenthood is for many a deep 
source of anxiety and frustration. There is great value in struggling with the 
challenges of parenthood, but family life contributes most to human flourish-
ing only where those challenges can be met. Poverty and the multiple disadvan-
tages that accompany it can easily create a microenvironment in which the task 
of parenting well is all but insuperable. Distributing opportunities for a more 
rewarding family life more equally requires the government to treat antipoverty 
measures as a matter of urgency.

Where the conventional framing pits parents’ rights against equality, this 
alternative brings out a conflict between the (alleged) rights of parents and the 
right to parent, at least insofar as the latter is understood as a positive right to 
familial relationship goods. For those goods to be realized, it is not enough 
that adults have children to parent and that children get adults to parent them. 
Those are necessary conditions, but they are by no means sufficient. Also crucial 
is a social environment that allows the parent’s relationship with her child to be 
about more than the struggle for life’s necessities. Parents’ rights, like “family 
values” generally, are often invoked against measures that mitigate inequality, 
such as estate or inheritance tax and the integration of schools.13 On our analy-
sis, it’s not simply that that kind of rhetoric fails to withstand critical scrutiny. 
Worse, it fails to acknowledge the ways in which some parents’ insistence on 
their supposed right to confer advantage on their children results in a failure 
to fulfill other parents’— and children’s— genuine rights to familial relationship 
goods. Rather than conceiving them as obstacles to egalitarian goals, those who 
care about parents’ rights and “family values” should be more specific about 
their content and worry more about those least able to enjoy them.
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Shaping Values

Where parents’ right to confer advantage raises questions about distributions 
between families, their right to shape their children’s values mainly raises is-
sues concerning conflicts of interest within the family. Although third parties 
are also affected by the way that children are parented, and in ways that limit 
parents’ rights to influence their children’s beliefs and attitudes, the focus here 
will be on the need to protect children from excessive parental influence, while 
respecting the interest that both parents and children have in the right kind 
of parent- child relationship. The thrust of our argument will be to challenge 
widespread views about the extent of parents’ rights to influence their children’s 
emerging views of the world and what matters in it.

Many parents assume that they have the right to raise their children in ways 
that, while not perhaps guaranteeing that their children will become adults who 
subscribe to the parents’ own beliefs and values, will more or less maximize the 
chances of their doing so. Some philosophers endorse that view. Recall, from 
chapter 1, Charles Fried’s claim that the right to “form one’s child’s values, one’s 
child’s life plan” is grounded in the “basic right not to be interfered with in 
doing these things for oneself.”1 William Galston says that “the ability of parents 
to raise their children in a manner consistent with their deepest commitments 
is an essential element of expressive liberty.”2 As noted in the introduction to 
part 3, such views have already been subject to sustained critical attention, so 
both the topic addressed and the position argued for will be more familiar to 
those who have read the considerable academic literature on parents’ rights 
with respect to their children’s education. Still, in the wider culture it is widely 
held not only that parents may raise their children, at home, as members of par-
ticular faith or cultural communities but that they also have the right to have 
their children attend schools that will reinforce the message. Such claims are, 
indeed, written into key statements of international law: Article 26 of the UN 
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Universal Declaration of Human Rights subjugates the child’s right to an educa-
tion to parents’ “prior right to choose the kind of education that shall be given 
to their children,” while the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights asserts that parents have the liberty to “ensure the religious and 
moral education of their children in conformity with their own convictions.”3

Our analysis of parents’ right to shape children’s values has the same basic 
structure as that of their right to confer advantage. In both cases, it is the core 
interest in a particular kind of relationship that yields the right to do some 
things— but not others— to, with, and for children. But while the parallels and 
structural similarities are important, so are the differences. Interactions leading 
to value shaping are more integral to family life, and, provided certain condi-
tions are met, the implications of permitting such value shaping are less morally 
problematic. These two differences explain why our view on this topic is more 
conventional than that argued for in the previous chapter. Still, it is not entirely 
concessive. The “provided certain conditions are met” clause is important. Par-
ents have a duty to do what they can to ensure not only that their children 
are properly equipped to function as citizens in a liberal democracy but also 
that they develop the capacity for autonomy. This part of the duty of care sets 
demanding limits on the way in which they may shape their children’s values.

Shaping Values and Conferring Advantage

Rather than going back to square one and rehearsing the theoretical framework 
applied in the previous chapter, we shall just note the various ways in which the 
considerations discussed there arise when it comes to this second dimension 
of parents’ rights. The basic idea is the same: parents have those rights over 
children that they need properly to discharge the parental role, on the under-
standing of that role which ties it to our conception of familial relationship 
goods. The rights they have to shape their children’s values are derived from an 
account of the rights necessary for the kind of relationship we have described.

One way of seeing that we are covering the same terrain from a different 
angle is to recall the paradigm cases of parent- child interactions presented in 
the previous chapter as falling within the scope of parental rights: bedtime 
stories and having one’s child accompany one to church (or a cricket match). 
Those were introduced as things that parents had the right to do with their 
children despite their tendency to confer advantage. But of course they are also 
mechanisms by which parents will tend to influence their children’s values. In-
deed, the second is a mechanism tending much more obviously and directly to 
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that result than to the conferral of advantage. Moreover, our explanation of why 
parents had a right to have their children accompany them to church or cricket, 
despite possible conflict with fair equality of opportunity, appealed precisely to 
the claim that valuable familial relationships require parents to be free to en-
gage with their children in ways that produce mutual identification and reflect 
the parents’ judgments about what is valuable in life. It was the value- sharing 
aspect of such interactions that explained why parents had the right to engage 
in them. But there can be no value sharing without at least some degree of 
value shaping, so our argument in the previous chapter in effect appealed to the 
importance of value- shaping interactions to explain why parents had a right to 
them even where they tended to confer unfair advantage.

Before we get into the differences, it’s worth recalling some of the similari-
ties, identified in the introduction to part 3. One is that some shaping of val-
ues, like some conferring of advantage, is itself part of the parent’s job. Not 
merely an inevitable by- product of, or accompaniment to, a successful familial 
relationship, it’s what a parent’s supposed to do, part of her role in overseeing 
her child’s moral development. There will be other influences, of course, but 
instilling in children the virtue of honesty, or the ability to distinguish right 
from wrong, is a task primarily charged to parents and part of their fiduciary 
duty to their children (as well as being in the interests of third parties). But, 
for liberals, the kind of values that all children need to acquire as part of their 
moral development— the liberal virtues such as tolerance, respect for others, 
and what Rawls calls “a sense of justice”— are different from the kind that indi-
viduals may choose to endorse as a matter of private conscience, such as those 
attaching to full- blown religious systems or ethical doctrines.4 We cannot here 
address difficult questions about the relations between the two. We note simply 
that the parental duty to oversee the moral development of her child is not the 
duty to instill a particular and comprehensive conception of how she should 
live her life; it is rather the duty to raise her as someone capable of moral judg-
ment and, as we will see, judgment about how she should live her own life.

A second similarity is that, in both cases, we cannot respect parents’ rights 
without giving parents the space to do what they have no right to. Just as par-
ents given a good deal of discretion to conduct family life in their own way, 
itself required by our conception of familial relationship goods, may draw up 
and enact concerted advantage- conferral plans that far exceed what would be 
legitimate, so, of course, they may use that space and discretion to shape their 
children’s values in ways that go beyond those that would be justified. The right 
to choose one’s children’s bedtime stories implies the opportunity to choose 
stories that will fill their heads with whatever parents want their heads to be 
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filled with. In effect, then, there is a right to a sphere of discretionary authority 
within which the misuse of their rights may occur. Of course there are more or 
less subtle ways of monitoring, and the state can do some things to limit the op-
portunity for excessive value shaping while respecting the space and discretion 
that are needed for flourishing parent- child relationships.

Third, shaping one’s children’s values is, for most parents, itself a way of 
making their lives go better. Whether endorsing a particular belief system is 
held to be intrinsically valuable or the likely means to other forms of benefit, 
parents’ attempts to influence their children’s values are often motivated by the 
simple desire that their children’s lives should go better than they otherwise 
would. This goes deeper than the observation that the same interactions could 
be seen under both aspects— as examples of interactions tending, as a matter of 
empirical fact, both to confer advantage and to shape values. What motivates 
parents when they aim to influence their children’s values is, often, precisely a 
concern to benefit them.

This last point brings out clearly an unusual, and for some doubtless coun-
terintuitive, feature of our theory. We emphasize the importance of those inter-
actions between parent and child that allow that relationship to play its unique 
and very special role in people’s lives. While acknowledging that there is a dis-
tinctive value to having one’s life improved by a loving parent, rather than by a 
stranger or one’s fellow citizens generally, we have insisted that that value is sec-
ondary and parasitic: secondary in being simply less important, and parasitic 
in that it arises only as a derivative good made possible by the loving parent- 
child relationship itself.5 Value sharing, and hence value shaping, by contrast, 
lie close to the heart of that relationship. It is important that the parent shares 
herself with her child. That sharing should not be complete or entire; there are 
going to be some things about themselves that parents should try to withhold 
from their children. But a close, loving relationship will surely involve parents’ 
honestly revealing their enthusiasms and aversions, their sense of what matters 
in life and what is trivial. So value- shaping interactions undertaken by parents 
in order to benefit their children may be indefensible under that description 
while being justified on the rather different grounds that they are contributing 
to a healthy, loving relationship between parent and child. This is somewhat 
paradoxical: if parents were doing only what they thought of themselves as 
doing— benefiting their children by increasing their chances of living a good 
life— then they might have no right to do it; but what they are also doing, and in 
our theory’s terms what they are more importantly doing, is sharing themselves 
with their children, and that they do have a right to. The paradox is sharpened 
by our claim that parents’ sharing themselves with their children is itself a way 
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of benefiting those children, albeit specifically with respect to familial relation-
ship goods.

This illustrates perhaps the main way that our theory implies a deep reevalu-
ation of the point or purpose of familial relationships. Where parents often see 
their goal as promoting their children’s well- being, by (almost) whatever means 
and with little or no regard to the interests of others, our conception of familial 
relationship goods puts the justificatory weight on the parent- child relationship 
itself. Parenting is about having a relationship of the right kind with one’s child. 
Because people’s values are central to who they are, because successful parent-
ing requires parents to share themselves with their children, and because value 
sharing implies at least some degree of value shaping, value shaping is an inher-
ent part of that kind of relationship. Of course, that kind of relationship also 
requires children to feel that their parents regard them as special, and care more 
about them than they do about other people’s children. But, except for cases 
covered by the duty of care as discussed in the previous chapter, it does not, we 
claim, require parents to act on their natural and loving motivation generally to 
benefit their children where doing so will conflict with other children’s interest 
in fair equality of opportunity.

Cases where the deliberate shaping of values is regarded by the parent as part 
of the duty of care are particularly difficult. Imagine a devout religious believer 
who thinks that her child will be condemned to eternal damnation if she is not 
raised in the true faith. The parent will take herself to be duty- bound to protect 
her child from that fate worse than death. Her duty of care, as she understands 
it, will require her to protect her child from any socializing influence that may 
reduce the chances of the child’s coming to endorse the damnation- avoiding 
beliefs. Here we may hit bedrock disagreement between our, avowedly liberal, 
theory and the religious doctrine avowed by the parent. On our view, the parent 
is making a mistake about the content of her duty of care. She is misidentifying 
her child’s true interests. She owes her child an upbringing that will equip him 
to judge for himself independently how to live his life— the child is a separate 
person, and is owed the opportunity to make his own judgments.

The Centrality of Value- Shaping Interactions to Familial Relationships

Putting that case to one side, we have now arrived at the first reason why our 
view on parents’ rights to shape their children’s values is more permissive than 
that on their rights to confer advantage. The kinds of interaction that lead to the 
shaping of children’s values by parents are integral to family life, on our concep-
tion of it, because they are central to a successful parent- child relationship. We 
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are not now talking about the shaping of the kind of value, such as a sense of 
justice, that is explicitly part of the parent’s job description (on our understand-
ing of what that is). The issue here rather concerns parents’ engaging with their 
children in ways likely to influence their holding of particular, perhaps more 
controversial or comprehensive, views about what’s good and bad. Familial re-
lationship goods inevitably depend for their realization on interactions that will 
tend to have those effects too. This is so in various ways.

Some will arise as an unintended by- product simply of parents being them-
selves in their relationships with their children, and exercising in a more or 
less unreflective and personal way their sphere of discretion over the particular 
ways in which they interact with them. Of course there are limits: a parent 
who swears a lot in conversations with his friends may judge that some self- 
monitoring of his vocabulary is appropriate when around his children, even if 
only to save him or the child from embarrassment. (A friend once confessed 
that his son’s third and fourth words, after “dog” and “duck,” were “fucking but-
tons.”) To be oneself is to respond at least somewhat spontaneously to situations 
and to express oneself through unthinking choices about how to spend time 
with one’s children. People being themselves enthuse about things they value 
and denigrate things they detest. If a celebrity you think abhorrent comes on 
the TV news, a natural and spontaneous reaction may well reveal your abhor-
rence. Indeed, any decision about what to watch on TV in the first place, or 
whether to watch TV at all, or what to chat about over meals, or what books to 
read at bedtime, has some influence on children’s views about what matters in 
the world. Or if, on a family trip, you pass an advertisement for a product that 
you judge absurdly frivolous, or that is selling it in an inappropriately sexual 
way, you must feel free to express your views. The idea that parents should 
constantly monitor themselves in their relations with their children in order to 
screen out anything that might have any influence on their children’s emerging 
values is ludicrous. It would risk distancing them, creating artifice in the rela-
tionship, and depriving their children of the possibility of the warm, spontane-
ous, genuine relationship that they need. The spontaneous sharing with their 
children of at least some of who parents really are is crucial to healthy family 
life; that sharing is bound to result in some shaping of values.

Another, closely connected but analytically distinct, mechanism by which 
parents will tend to influence their children, and one to which our theory also 
implies they have a right, follows from our claim that loving parents will be 
motivated quite generally to promote their children’s well- being. Our approach 
gives parents the right to a degree of unmonitored and spontaneous interac-
tion with their children within which they might find themselves doing things, 
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such as helping with homework, that they would not have a right to do if that 
were the result of a deliberate decision. Since, as we have said, much shaping of 
values is conceived by parents precisely as a way of benefiting their children— 
they think their children’s lives will go better just because they have a proper 
understanding of what matters in life— that same consideration will grant par-
ents some space spontaneously to shape their children’s values. A loving parent 
who thinks that her child’s life will benefit from a love of music, or of basketball, 
is bound to find herself nudging her in that direction simply because of her 
automatic and natural tendency to relate to her child in ways that she thinks 
will be good for her. The same applies to the natural tendency to denigrate, and 
unthinkingly steer her away from, bad influences.

Both previous cases put spontaneity center stage. The emphasis was on the 
children’s interest in familial relationships in which parents can do things to, 
with, and for their children without undue reflection or deliberation. But our 
account also leaves some room for the deliberate shaping of values: that is, in-
teractions undertaken with the aim of influencing the values that one’s chil-
dren will come to hold. When a Christian and cricket- loving parent takes his 
daughter to a cricket match, or to church, that is not usually an unthinking and 
automatic sharing of self between parent and child. It is more likely a deliberate 
decision to introduce the child to an activity, or a worldview, that the parent 
judges valuable. As long as that kind of deliberate shaping of values is needed 
for a close relationship between parent and child, and as long as it is done in 
a way that is consistent with the duty to develop the child’s capacity for au-
tonomy, then, on our account, parents have a right to engage in it. The shaping 
of values is deliberate, not an unintended by- product of spontaneity. But the 
shaping of values is itself, under this aspect, a means to a familial relationship 
of the kind that lies at the heart of our theory.

We are talking now about the right to seek deliberately to influence one’s 
children in ways conducive to the enjoyment, and maintenance, of the famil-
ial relationship. In contrast to the case of conferring advantage, some deliber-
ate shaping of values is justified precisely because it promotes or supports that 
kind of relationship. In order to have and sustain an intimate relationship with 
someone else, one must not only spend a good deal of time with the person; 
one must also have some interests and values in common with her. It is diffi-
cult to be precise about exactly how much needs to be shared, but it is easy to 
see why something must be shared. One can readily imagine intimacy despite 
people’s having different religious beliefs, or different intellectual interests, or 
different aesthetic or sporting tastes, but without some overlap in interests and 
some overlap in values it is hard to for intimacy to have a basis. This applies 
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both immediately, as it were, and in the longer term. Children have an interest 
in having a continued intimate relationship with their parents into adulthood. 
So that is a reason for a parent to increase the likelihood that he and his child 
will continue to have shared interests, and to value the same kind of thing, 
throughout the childhood and adulthood of the child.

This argument runs through the claim that parents have the right deliber-
ately to act in ways likely to foster some degree of shared values. But it does not 
mean parents have the right that those values be the parents’ own values. There 
is, to be sure, a crucial asymmetry between parent and child: in the earliest 
years, at least, it must be the parent who supplies the values. Moreover, since 
adults’ values are less plastic than children’s, the interest of both parent and 
child in a close relationship that extends into the child’s adulthood is another 
ground for some degree of priority to the parent. The parent already has views 
about what she thinks matters in life, whereas the child is just learning to make 
such judgments. But these considerations enter at a secondary, derivative level, 
as opposed to the fundamental privileging of the parent’s values that one finds 
in Fried’s and Galston’s claims about parents rights.6

This has implications for parents’ rights in the relationship as the child de-
velops and begins to become her own person. In later years the child will come 
to have her own interests and values, and any healthy intimate relationship in-
volves give- and- take— some interests come from one, others from the other. 
Parents’ values may be less plastic than children’s, but they are by no means 
set in stone, and parents differ in their willingness to adapt to their children’s 
emerging interests. A parent might have no interest at all in hip- hop music, 
but might succeed in fostering such an interest when his child becomes a  
hip- hop enthusiast or musician. He might be able to watch his child play soccer 
only under sufferance, but might endeavor really to learn about, and come to 
share, her interest in tortoises, or in high fashion. The parent’s judgments have 
no deep priority, no fundamental claim to be the ones that are shared and, as 
shared, to be those shaping the relationship. In fact, we suspect that after the 
child has passed certain developmental landmarks— certainly by the age of ten 
or so— if the shared interests all originate from the parent, this is an indica-
tor of something wrong, either because the child is too slavishly in thrall to 
the parent, or because the parent is too domineering within the relationship. 
Many parents, we would guess, will struggle to overcome their reluctance to 
develop new interests when doing so is part of maintaining a connection with 
their growing children, but, on our account, they have no justification for not 
trying— no right that the relationship be conducted on their terms.7

Of course, hip- hop, soccer, tortoises, and fashion may seem relatively trivial 
examples. Sometimes children will break with their parents’ values in more se-
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rious ways: for example, by rejecting their cultural heritage or religion, or by 
adopting a religious worldview that is alien to their secular parents. Indeed, on 
our account of the duty of care, the parent is obliged to do what she can to en-
sure that her child has the capacity to do just that— to decide for herself how she 
is to live her life. We have two observations about that kind of case. One is sim-
ply that, in our view, a parent should be able to sustain a successful relationship 
without any particular shared interest or values. The parent who cuts off a child 
for marrying out, or for refraining from joining the military, or for entering a 
religious order, or for apostasy, or for becoming a corporate lawyer, fails as a 
parent. She has misunderstood her role, an important element of which was to 
attend to the development of her child’s capacities to decide to do that kind of 
thing. Their familial lives together should not have been so focused on a single 
element, however important to the parent, that its rejection leaves nothing for 
parents and children to share, nothing to sustain the relationship in a different, 
perhaps inevitably more distant, but nonetheless still loving way.

The other observation is that the possibility of children’s rejecting their par-
ents’ deepest value commitments is another reason why parents have the right 
deliberately to expose their children to those commitments. This may seem 
paradoxical, but as long as the autonomy duty is indeed discharged— and our 
analysis in this section assumes that condition is satisfied— it is better, in terms 
of familial relationship goods, for children to reject their parents’ values from a 
position of experience and understanding of what those values are than to do 
so out of ignorance. It seems likely that, where the child does break from the 
parent’s values, the parent- child relationship has a better chance of being sus-
tained, and, when it is, sustained in a meaningful way, if child and parent are in 
a position at least to appreciate the other’s point of view, to understand where 
the other is coming from. In the child’s case, that can happen only if the parent 
has indeed made sure that the child has a real appreciation of how she lives her 
life and how she sees the world.

This raises questions about the role of the family in promoting a sense of 
continuity and shared identity across many generations. Chapters 3 and 4 dis-
cussed, and criticized, the view that genetic continuity is important, even to 
the particular, concrete relationship between parent and child, and we reject 
conceptions of the family that appeal to its role in facilitating multigenerational 
continuity of that kind. But cultural connectedness across generations is dif-
ferent. The family values argument for allowing parents some room to act on 
their hope that their children will come to share their view of the world, be-
cause familial relationships are likely to go better where parents are afforded 
that room, has implications for the multigenerational case. Many parents do 
not see the raising of their children in a particular religion or culture as simply 
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a matter of sharing with their children something that is important to them. 
From their perspective, our analysis will seem doubly misguided. On the one 
hand, as already discussed, many would reject our emphasis on the sharing of a 
worldview between parents and children and see the weight we put on close fa-
milial relationships as mislocating the values at stake. That’s not why they want 
to raise their children as Catholics, or Muslims, or atheists. On the other hand, 
many would deny also the importance we attach specifically to sharing between 
parents and children, which may seem a rather shortsighted perspective. What 
matters, for many, is the transmission of a way of life that has been endorsed 
and enacted by their family over many generations. To frame that in terms of 
the value of particular parent- child relationships is, again, to miss the point.

To respond properly to this charge of short- sightedness, we need to put 
some pressure on the question of what exactly is being claimed about the dis-
tinctively familial aspect of cultural continuity over time. Suppose it is valu-
able for human beings to feel connected to previous generations, and to future 
generations. Is it important that this sense of connection be realized via the 
vehicle of the family? Adults do not need to parent children in order to regard 
themselves as possessing crucial kinds of continuity with future generations. 
Similarly, children raised in state- run institutions could clearly be brought up 
to understand their own lives as critically connected to those of forefathers and 
descendants understood in a broader sense; much patriotic education involves 
precisely a widening of the sense of connection beyond children’s own familial 
lines. Indeed, we could go further, and query the significance of particularity al-
together. Is it important that the connection be felt with particular others, such 
as fellow nationals or coreligionists, rather than with, say, the entire human 
species? What would be lost if children were raised to think of themselves as 
intergenerationally connected, in both directions, to human beings as such?

To keep things manageable, let’s put to one side the latter, more radical, sug-
gestion and, granting the value of continuity with others more particular than 
the human species, focus on the value of those others’ being members of one’s 
family— in the extended sense of “family” that takes it beyond the immedi-
ate parent- child dyad that bears so much weight in our account. Granted that 
communes or monasteries or state institutions could raise children to have a 
strong sense of connectedness with past and future generations within particu-
lar ethnic, cultural, religious, or national communities, the question is whether 
anything valuable would be lost under such arrangements, compared with 
the world, like our own, in which, for many, parent- child relationships are an 
important medium of that sense. Is there a particular and distinctive value to 
being connected to previous and future generations through one’s relationship 
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with one’s parent or child, and his relationship with his parent or child, and so 
on? If so, that would suggest that there is a familial relationship good realized 
when one is connected to the past and future via one’s family, which would be 
at least the beginning of an argument for parents’ having the right to raise their 
children in their familial culture.

We can think of two ways that argument might go. Both risk seeming reduc-
tive, since they insist on cashing out the value of the multigenerational connec-
tion in terms of concrete relationships between people who actually know each 
other. Neither concedes that there is a value to a sense of connection with one’s 
great- great- grandparents, for example, that depends on the specific thought 
that one is part of the same multigenerational entity, or participants in the same 
multigenerational project. Nonetheless, both do give a genuine significance to 
the multigenerational aspect of familial relationships, even on our understand-
ing of “familial,” and acknowledge that there are distinctively familial relation-
ship goods likely to be realized when parents are free to influence their chil-
dren’s values in ways that are at least somewhat continuous with the way the 
parents were influenced by their parents, and so on.

First, a relationship between parent and child is likely to be closer, deeper, 
and more enduring if it is developed and sustained through interactions that 
are informed by that parent’s relationship with his parent. The same is true of 
his parent’s relationship with his parent. And so on. Here the good, though real-
ized by mechanisms that will certainly tend to the reproduction of values across 
many generations and may indeed lead to a sense of the family’s having a con-
tinuing identity over those generations, is realized in the individual parent- child 
relationship. That relationship, we believe, takes on a distinctive character if it is 
informed by the parent’s own upbringing, relationship with her parent’s culture, 
and so on. When a child’s father lulls her to sleep with the Gilbert and Sullivan 
songs, or hymns, or culturally laden fairy tales, with which his mother lulled 
him to sleep, that is a kind of deep or elemental sharing of parent with child that 
is likely to enrich their relationship. The child will grow up knowing his father 
not only for who he is now but for how he was as a child, and thus, in part, for 
how he got to be the way he is. The same applies when the father, replicating 
his own childhood experiences with his parents, takes his child to cricket, or to 
the mosque, or on country walks. The point is not that there is any particular 
value to doing the same kind of thing as one’s never- known parents’ parents’ 
parents and their never- known parents and grandparents and so on— whether 
that be worshipping the same God, eating the same food, following the same 
sports, or reading the same books. The distinctively familial relationship good 
inheres entirely in the character of the actual, concrete relationship between  
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individual parent and child. Still, there is indeed a distinctive interest in par-
ents’ being free to interact with their children in ways that will tend to shape 
their values not merely in ways informed by their own, but in ways informed 
by their own value- shaping interactions with their parents. Allowing parents 
that freedom will yield a tendency for families to share a sense of continuous 
identity across more than two generations.

But, second, we must also take into account the impact on relationships 
between members of the extended family. Our account gives a central role to 
the relationships between parents and children— indeed we have so far for-
mulated all familial relationship goods in terms of the goods made possible 
specifically by that relationship— but we do not deny that relationships with 
grandparents, with uncles and aunts, and with cousins, and sometimes with 
great- grandparents, can also make a distinctively familial, albeit usually less 
weighty, contribution to people’s well- being. By “distinctively familial,” we 
mean analytically to isolate that aspect of the value of the relationship that de-
rives specifically from the fact that such members of the extended family are 
connected to one another via parent- child relationships. Your aunt is your par-
ent’s parent’s daughter.8 Your first cousin is your parent’s parent’s child’s child. 
Of course, your aunt or cousin may also be your best friend, and you may think 
of her primarily, perhaps entirely, as that. The value of relationships between 
members of extended families need not consist solely in the familial aspect; in 
some cases the familial dimension— the fact that the two people in question are 
connected via a web of parent- child relationships— is the least important thing 
about it. But the question now is whether factoring in extended familial rela-
tionships has any implications for the question of parents’ interest in shaping, 
and hence potentially their right to shape, children’s values in ways that reflect 
a shared family culture extending across many generations.

That it does is most easily seen in the case of relationships between children 
and grandparents. We are not talking now about those unusual cases where what 
are conventionally regarded as a child’s grandparents in fact play the role of her 
parents; in such scenarios, the fact that the person parenting the child also par-
ented her parent complicates matters. But in the standard, three- generational 
case of grandparent- parent- child, it seems obvious that, other things equal, the 
relationship between grandparent and child will be richer and deeper if the par-
ent has raised his child in ways informed by the values and beliefs that in turn 
informed his own upbringing. The gain here is not to the parent- child relation-
ship but to the grandparent- child relationship. And something similar, albeit 
often more attenuated, applies to other relationships with members of one’s 
extended family. Cousins who have been brought up in ways that reflect their 
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parents’, and their grandparents’, understandings of what matters in life, or per-
haps simply of what is fun in life, will tend to understand each other better, will 
have the basis of a more substantial and affectionate relationship, than cousins 
whose parents have worked hard to shield their children from influence by a 
sense of the family’s identity across generations. As before, this seems likely 
even in relationships between cousins some of whom have explicitly rejected 
the values and beliefs in which they were raised. The child raised as a practic-
ing Jew who, as an adult, marries out and gives up all the traditions and rituals 
in which she was raised is in a better position to understand her observant 
cousins, and will have a deeper sense of who those cousins are, than the child 
whose parents raised her to be ignorant of her family’s cultural and religious 
heritage. Whether the relationships with members of the extended family do in 
fact survive that kind of rejection is a further question. But at least there will be 
a continuing sense of something that was shared, if only in childhood, that has 
the potential to enrich those relationships if there is the will to continue them.

In these various ways, then, being connected to past and future generations 
via familial relationships does indeed seem to make possible distinctive goods 
in people’s lives. The value, on our account, lies entirely in the impact on peo-
ple’s concrete relationships with actual other people. This is not the idea that 
there is value in families’ existing as multigenerational entities, bequeathing 
and inheriting a distinctive set of values. What’s good about parents’ being free 
to shape their children’s values is cashed out entirely in terms of goods accruing 
to particular individuals in their actual relationships with other individuals. 
This account of the value of intergenerational continuity within families will 
doubtless be too reductive for many readers. Still, it is sturdy enough to explain 
why parents can appeal to familial relationship goods to justify conducting their 
relationships with their children in ways informed by a sense of family history 
and, where appropriate, of the family’s cultural or religious identity over time.

Cultural Reproduction and the Reproduction of Inequality

Early in the chapter we noted two reasons why our account of parents’ rights 
to shape their children’s values is more permissive than that of their rights to 
confer advantage on them. The previous section explained how the kinds of 
interaction that lead to value shaping are more worthy of protection. But the 
costs of such interactions are also less weighty. Compared to conferring ad-
vantage, and with two provisos in the form of the duty to facilitate the child’s 
prospective autonomy and the relevant duties to third parties, there is simply 
less reason for parents not to shape their children’s values. When parents act in 
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ways that confer advantage on their children, they are undermining other chil-
dren’s claim to fair equality of opportunity. When they act in ways that shape 
their children’s values, their actions need not have any adverse consequences  
for anybody.

Observing the way families currently operate, we can think of them as vehi-
cles for two analytically distinct kinds of intergenerational transmission. On the 
one hand, children tend to end up in positions in the stratification system— in 
the distribution of benefits and burdens— similar to those of their parents. The 
association between the distributive position of parents and children is far from 
perfect, of course, since there is some social mobility, but it is substantial. Let’s 
call the propensity of parent- child interactions to generate that kind of associa-
tion their tendency to result in the intergenerational reproduction of inequality. 
On the other hand, children tend to end up endorsing values and beliefs some-
what similar to those of their parents. Again, the association between parent 
and child is far from perfect: children sometimes reject their parents’ values 
outright, and they often adapt and adjust them somewhat. But it is consider-
able. Let’s call the propensity of parent- child interactions to generate that kind 
of association their tendency to result in the intergenerational reproduction 
of culture. Nearly everybody thinks that the intergenerational reproduction of 
inequality raises a normative problem— even those who defend parents’ rights 
to confer advantage on their children rarely deny that. But few people think the 
intergenerational reproduction of culture is similarly problematic. What’s bad 
about the fact that there’s an association between parents’ and children’s place 
in the distribution of values or beliefs?

Some mechanisms by which that association is generated may, of course, 
have bad aspects. If parents transmitted their values to their children by mak-
ing them take value- determining pills, bypassing all capacity for autonomous 
judgment, that would be bad. (It would be bad even if they didn’t make them 
take such pills, but merely offered them!) If they achieved that outcome by de-
nying their children access to alternatives (e.g., perhaps, through some kinds 
of homeschooling), or by taking advantage of their hugely privileged position 
with respect to the child’s emotional needs (e.g., using the sanction of with-
held intimacy and affection), that would be bad too. The autonomy proviso, 
to be discussed shortly, addresses such concerns. There might also be things 
that are bad about the segregation of a society into overly distinct, familially 
transmitted, cultures. A concern for civic integration and a common culture 
may yield reason to mitigate the intergenerational transmission of familial plu-
ralism. And, of course, some of the content of the values and beliefs that are 
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being transmitted intergenerationally may be bad. There are reasons to deny 
parents the freedom to raise their children in a family culture of thievery, or of 
corruption or manipulation of democratic political processes. But these are not 
objections to intergenerational association as such. Such cases aside, it may be 
hard to see what is troubling about parents’ deliberately shaping their children’s 
values.

The intrafamilial intergenerational transmission of culture is in this respect 
very different from the intrafamilial intergenerational transmission of advan-
tage. Recall, from the previous chapter, our claim that, where a parent- child 
interaction to which parents could claim a right by appeal to the interest in 
familial relationship goods resulted in the conferral of advantage (to which, 
on our analysis, they have no right), it would be justified for the state to tax 
that advantage. It may not, in practice, be possible for the benefit to be taxed, 
but, as a matter of principle, the disruption to equality could properly be neu-
tralized. There is nothing analogous to this in the current case— no adverse 
consequences for others follow simply from the fact of parents’ raising their 
children in ways that tend to result in those children’s sharing their view of the 
world. Provided that the considerations discussed in the previous paragraph 
are not in play— a very hefty proviso— the state should not normally seek to 
reduce parents’ influence over their children’s values. After all, children’s values 
are going to be shaped willy- nilly, by some complex set of agents with whom 
they interact, directly or indirectly (e.g., through the media). It’s not as if the 
default is no shaping of children’s values. As long as they are simultaneously 
discharging their duties to their children and third parties, we see no harm in 
their playing an important role in that process. Indeed, we have explained why 
there is considerable value in their playing precisely such a role.

Still, deliberately shaping other people’s values is always potentially 
problematic— whether they are children or adults— and it is especially so when 
one stands in such an influential position as parents do with respect to their 
children. This remains the case even when the autonomy condition, and du-
ties to third parties, are satisfied. The autonomy condition does not require 
that children should have an entirely “open future”;9 even where that condition 
is met, children will be more likely to lead some lives than others. So there 
are questions both about why it can be legitimate for anybody intentionally to 
shape their values and, if that can be answered, why it should be their parents 
in particular who get to play such an important role in the process.10 Our ac-
count of its significance for familial relationship goods is supposed to answer 
those questions.
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The Duty to Facilitate Autonomy

We have claimed that parents have only those rights that it is in their children’s 
interests for them to have. We have also claimed that children have an interest 
in the development of their capacities for considered and reflective judgment. 
They are different, separate, people from their parents, and they should be-
come able to make independent judgments about which values are to guide 
them, and should, within limits, be able to act on those judgments. They have 
an interest, in other words, in becoming autonomous. Here we explain what 
autonomy is, and why developing it is so valuable. Our aim is not to offer an 
original or distinctive account, but to show that some of the features found in 
most accounts are important enough that its development should be an impor-
tant goal of a child’s upbringing.11

Immanuel Kant contrasts autonomy with heteronomy. A person acts au-
tonomously when she acts on laws or rules that she has given to herself; when 
she acts under compulsion, whether from another person, or driven by her 
physical desires, she acts heteronomously. (Kant’s account of autonomy is ac-
companied by a controversial metaphysical theory, but the usefulness of the 
contrast does not depend on one’s endorsing that.) There is no particular value 
in being able to make and act on judgments different from those of one’s com-
munity or one’s parents, if those judgments are determined either by some-
body else again, or by desires over which one has no control. The value is in 
being able to make independent and critical judgments about what one values, 
and how to act on those judgments in the world. This requires knowledge of 
what different values one might hold, and how one might reason concerning 
them, as well as some degree of strategic knowledge of how different actions 
might work out in specific circumstances, and the ability to understand con-
nections between those actions, their consequences, and the value judgments 
that have informed them.

On most conceptions of autonomy at least the following kinds of belief 
and preference formation are potentially problematic: preferences and beliefs 
formed where someone deliberately manipulates an agent by providing false 
information about the options available or costs and benefits attached to the 
options; preferences or beliefs unconsciously adapted to apparently unchange-
able circumstances (as in the fabled case of the fox who, finding the delicious- 
looking grapes out of reach, declares them sour); preferences deliberately ac-
commodating unjust background conditions (as in the case of the slave who, 
believing himself unable to alter his condition, fosters a stoical attitude).12 Some 
of these processes are somewhat present in each of our lives. However, teach-
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able skills, combined with the right emotional traits and dispositions, can en-
able us to avoid or overcome many instances of them. Broadly speaking, the 
capacities involved in critical reflection help us to live autonomously. We can 
learn methods for evaluating the truth and falsehood, or relative probability, of 
various claims about the world. We can be taught, for example, the difference 
between anecdotal and statistical evidence, and the differences in their reli-
ability. We can avoid manipulation, to some extent, by ensuring that we have 
the developed ability to investigate truth claims with somewhat reliable tools, 
on our own. We can learn that adaptive and accommodating preference forma-
tions happen, and that one can sometimes avoid them by stepping back from 
one’s commitments and reflecting on how they were formed.

Processes of preference and belief formation are potentially problematic. 
But many of our commitments must be formed nonautonomously. Many of 
our most deeply held beliefs were selected not through careful and rational 
weighing of reasons, but by internalizing impressions, by trusting the tes-
timony of others, or our intuitions or hunches, or through participating in 
a community of belief and practice and (often unconsciously) internalizing 
shared commitments. A theory of autonomy that impugned all such beliefs 
or commitments would make autonomy a rare and hard- to- attain condition. 
What makes these processes actually problematic is agents’ inability to reflect 
on and revise them using their capacity for independent judgment; it is not 
the genesis of one’s beliefs and commitments that tells us whether they are au-
tonomous, but their relationship with one’s current judgment. Commitments 
generated by nonautonomous processes become autonomous when the agent 
reflects on them with an appropriate degree of careful critical attention: when 
she is able, for example, to detect inconsistencies among her beliefs, and is able 
to compare her own commitments with those of others, critically reflecting on 
the reasons for and against revising them.

This makes it sound like a purely cognitive matter, a question of exercis-
ing rationality in solving puzzles. But autonomy requires certain emotional 
traits as well. Being able to subject one’s commitments to scrutiny in a way 
that might lead to reasonable revision and subsequent action requires some 
self- confidence, but not so much that one is overconfident about one’s prior 
judgments. One also needs a certain amount of courage, the ability and willing-
ness to scrutinize one’s first “gut” reactions as well as the judgments and habits 
of those one is close to, especially those who have exerted a great deal of influ-
ence in shaping one’s commitments and habits. One must be able to listen to, 
and hear, criticism, but not be overwhelmed by it. Aligning one’s actions with 
one’s judgments can require the capacity to conquer some of one’s emotional  
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reactions. One might, for example, judge that homosexuality is morally inno-
cent, and therefore that one should be open to friendship with someone one 
knows to be gay, but still be repulsed by thoughts of homosexual practices or 
inhibited by the knowledge that one’s community abhors them. It is not ratio-
nality, or any cognitive trait, but a certain kind of emotional strength that en-
ables one either to eliminate such revulsion or inhibitions or to accept or offer 
friendship while they remain. Finally, one needs some level of sensitivity to 
when reflection is important, when it is valuable, when it is unimportant, and 
when it is futile. Someone who is constantly engaged in reflection, or in whom 
reflection is too easily triggered, is inhibited from acting on her judgments: 
the autonomous person understands that rational reflection does not resolve 
everything and has quite limited power with respect to some commitments 
(whom to love, for example).13

Why is autonomy important? The case is overdetermined, but it’s worth 
being clear that our arguments do not imply that it is necessary for someone 
to be autonomous in order for her to have a successful life. There have been 
and still are societies that discourage autonomy with respect to certain kinds of 
commitment, and it is implausible that nobody in those societies has enjoyed a 
flourishing life, or even that the only people who have were those lucky enough 
to have developed the relevant skills and traits despite society’s influence. Some 
people, even in complex modern societies, are lucky enough to be raised in 
communities of practice in which they can live lives that they can endorse with-
out alienation, and flourish despite not having reflected much about their deep 
commitments.

As we noted in chapter 3, the arguments break down into two main kinds. 
Some emphasize autonomy’s value for the well- being of the autonomous agent, 
while others stress the importance of people’s being authors of their own lives 
independently of its effects on their well- being.

We can distinguish two plausible reasons why autonomy tends to be impor-
tant for well- being. The first appeals to the complexity of the kinds of societies 
we live in, the rapidity of change, and the dangers to the person of being inflex-
ible in response to those changes. We need to be able to reflect in response to 
changes in our environment, in order to be able to make the kinds of judgments 
and choices that will be better rather than worse for us. As Joseph Raz puts it:

fast changing technologies and free movement of labour  .  .  . call for an 
ability to cope with changing technological, economic and social condi-
tions, for an ability to adjust, to acquire new skills, to move from one sub-
culture to another, to come to terms with new scientific and moral views.14
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This flexibility in the face of complexity and change requires both the cognitive 
skills and the dispositions we have described. Autonomy is not, for all people, 
a necessary condition of their well- being, but it improves the chances that one’s 
life will go well.

The second focuses on the fact that people vary considerably in their basic 
constitutions and personalities. Conceptions of the good that can be endorsed 
and followed without alienation by some people may clash with the needs of 
others. Different ways of life elevate different virtues, and some children are ill 
constituted to develop the particular virtues endorsed by their parents. Some 
persons’ constitutions will not allow them to live some ways of life “from the 
inside.”15 To give a stark example, some people experience their sexuality as 
fixed. A homosexual who experiences his homosexuality as unchangeable 
simply cannot live, from the inside, a way of life that requires heterosexual 
marriage. He will be alienated: it may be a very good way of life, but it is not 
one that he can endorse, and is therefore not one that he can live well. Similarly, 
some religious ways of life that impose on women the duties of modesty and 
fidelity in marriage conflict with the natures of some women who are raised 
in those religions. Again, autonomy is not a necessary condition of being able 
to find a way of life that fits with one’s constitution, but it is extremely im-
portant for those not lucky enough to be raised within a way of life that fits  
them well.16

The second kind of argument for valuing autonomy claims that there is in-
dependent value to being an author of one’s own life, making one’s own choices 
and judgments independently, which is not reducible to its contribution to 
one’s well- being. This is the thought that there is an interest in dignity, which 
played a role in our earlier discussions of rights and of agency. Suppose a par-
ent has a pill that will, if administered to his daughter, guarantee that she will 
not only follow his religion but also be so constituted as to flourish doing so— 
and flourish as much as anybody who adopted the religion autonomously. Is it 
permissible for him to administer the pill? If not, that must be because there is 
a value to a person’s living a life as a result of evaluating the reasons in favor of 
living that kind of life, knowing at least some alternatives. Is it, truly, her own 
life, if she does not?

There are risks, as well as benefits, to becoming autonomous. One may end 
up having a sense of responsibility for one’s life that, if it goes badly, makes it 
feel worse. Some argue, too, that autonomy can endanger involvement in very 
closely tied communities of practice. Both may be true. Our conjecture is that 
this risk is one worth taking because it makes it much more likely that one’s life 
will go well, and makes that life one’s own.
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We have argued that autonomy is important enough to hold parents under 
a duty that is a condition on their having the right to parent. But what, exactly, 
does that duty consist in? One thought would be that parents have the duty to 
ensure that the child becomes autonomous. But no parent can guarantee the 
child’s prospective autonomy. Social institutions other than the family cooper-
ate with or frustrate parental efforts to serve a child’s interests, and the interest 
in autonomy is no different from others in this respect. A public culture that 
emphasizes instant gratification, and in which large sums are spent promoting 
materialism and shaping teens’ and young adults’ perspectives on sex, places 
considerable demands on parents. Given the difficulty of the task, parents 
should try to ensure that their children become autonomous. This formulation 
implies that the pursuit of the child’s prospective autonomy must be quite self- 
conscious, but allows that a parent may fulfill her duty even though, owing to 
factors outside her control, her child does not in fact become autonomous. It 
also leaves open just how much the parent should try to ensure autonomy: we 
cannot be precise about this because how much the parent should try depends 
on how much the child’s other interests are threatened.

The social environment within which a parent raises a child can make it im-
possible to meet all the child’s interests. In such circumstances the responsible 
parent will do a triage among the child’s interests, and may well judge that she 
should neglect the interest in autonomy. To give a stylized example, suppose 
that a parent in a poor area in an inner city has the choice between sending 
her child to a local religious school, the walk to which is short and safe, or a 
multicultural school that is more distant and the walk to which involves passing 
through an area in which gunfire is frequently heard. The parent may consider 
the child’s physical safety to be at a premium, and compromise an opportunity 
to expand her child’s horizons for that reason. This is quite different from a case 
in which the parent is predisposed against the child’s prospective autonomy, 
even if the end result is the same.

Religious and Secular Upbringings

Parents have the rights over children that it is in their children’s interests for 
them to have. Some shaping of the child’s values is an inevitable result of a 
healthy intimate relationship and the proper exercise of those parental rights. 
But the child’s interest in autonomy means that parents do not have the right to 
shape values in ways that prevent the child from becoming autonomous.
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What does this mean for religious parents? May they raise their children as 
members of their religion? Matthew Clayton argues that they may not, drawing 
a parallel between the situation of parents vis- à- vis their children, and the situ-
ation of the state vis- à- vis its citizens. The state is, he thinks, subject to Rawls’s 
requirement of liberal legitimacy:

Our exercise of political power is fully proper only when it is exercised in 
accordance with a constitution the essentials of which all citizens as free 
and equal persons may reasonably be expected to endorse in the light of 
principles and ideals acceptable to their common human reason.17

This requirement is justified because the political relationship is nonvolun-
tary in the sense that we neither enter nor leave it voluntarily; it is coercive 
because the use of power is backed up by the use of sanctions; and the basic 
structure has profound effects on the lives of individuals. But the situation of 
children with respect to their parents, as Clayton observes, is analogous: they 
are in a situation that has profound effects on their lives, and is coercive and  
nonvoluntary.

If the parallels between the political and parental case are sound, the con-
clusion can be drawn that parental conduct, as well as political conduct, 
should be in accordance with the ideal of liberal legitimacy. That is, par-
ents should exercise their authority in accordance with public reason, in 
a way that is capable of acceptance by free and equal persons.18

They therefore have an obligation to exercise that power legitimately. In the 
case of the state Clayton thinks, following Rawls, that the principle of legiti-
macy yields a requirement that coercion be used in accordance with constitu-
tional essentials that can be justified only by appeal to public reason.

Parental conduct should be guided by ideals and principles that do not 
rest on the validity of any particular reasonable comprehensive doctrine. 
The ideals that guide parents must not, for example, be secular or reli-
gious ideals, which are disputed by reasonable persons. Clearly, this is a 
significant restraint that prohibits what many parents believe to be rou-
tinely acceptable forms of appeal to ideals and values which animate their 
lives.19

This, he thinks, supports the idea that the state may not attempt to enroll citi-
zens who are not autonomous into a comprehensive conception of the good. 
Similarly, parents must not enroll their children (who are not yet autonomous) 
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into a comprehensive conception of the good. To do so would be to exercise 
illegitimately the coercive power they (rightly) have over children. They must 
wait until their children’s autonomy is secure before attempting to influence the 
child to adopt their conception of the good. For Clayton, children’s autonomy 
should be regarded as a “precondition” of any such attempt.

We disagree. The three conditions he identifies do, indeed, hold, in the 
parent- child relationship. But it would be too costly, in terms of familial re-
lationship goods, for most parents to refrain from acting on their own judg-
ments about how to live their lives in their dealings with their children, because 
those are so intertwined in healthy parent- child relationships. A relation-
ship in which both parent and child are enjoying the relationship goods that 
drive our account of parents’ rights is one in which a great deal is shared be-
tween parent and child, and in which the parent exhibits a limited but con-
siderable amount of spontaneity. Most of us cannot simultaneously shield our 
children from those values and commitments that are central to our identi-
ties and share ourselves with them in the way that the healthy parent- child 
relationship demands. Clayton is of course right that if one raises a child in 
one’s religion, one will be using coercive power to shape her values without 
her consent. This, though, is consistent with proper attention to her autonomy 
on our understanding of its significance— as a capacity, an “end state,” to be  
achieved.

It does not follow from this that there is a right to raise a child in one’s reli-
gion. In fact, we think there is not a general answer to that question. Whether a 
parent may do so depends on two things. One is whether the religious upbring-
ing she is offering is consistent with autonomy. Shelley Burtt argues that most 
religions, even in most of their deeply traditionalist versions, contain reflective 
and interpretative components that require the use of critical thinking, such 
that being raised in the religion will usually suffice to develop the relevant skills 
and traits:

Questions such as “Who am I? What goods ought to compel my alle-
giance? What weight do I give to the different components that make up 
my identity?” all encourage reflection on what counts as the good life for 
me without requiring extensive familiarity with how very different sorts 
of people from very different circumstances choose to live their lives. In 
fact, resources for this sort of education exist within the cultural scripts 
of most comprehensive religions or cultural identities.20

Bringing children up within some religions certainly seems to be consistent 
with autonomy— take, for example, the Anglican churchgoer who believes in 
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God but does not take that belief to be a precondition of, or even much of an 
aid to, salvation; such a believer can raise her child within the practices of her 
religious community, can teach him her faith, and can also expose him to a 
wide range of influences some of which may lead him to break with that faith. 
She can even encourage him to follow some of those influences. Other faiths, 
especially those for which belief and practice are preconditions of salvation, 
are less consistent with an upbringing that encourages autonomy. Paula McA-
voy discusses the situation of an interviewee, Emily, who was raised Old Order 
Mennonite:

Deciding to leave a fundamentalist community also requires one to ac-
cept a future in hell. When Emily left her parents’ house at age 19 she 
believed she would “spend eternity in a napalm environment.” At first  
she hoped to live at home and simply live her own life, but after three 
days she packed her bags and went to live with her aunt. As she explained:

My mother cried constantly. My brother yelled at me— he had left 
and come back twice— and he felt I was making a very bad mistake 
and he wanted to keep me from making the same one. My sister 
was confused. I still feel awful for, I mean I cut my family out of my 
life basically for a few months, because I did not have the capacity, 
or the level of judgment necessary to deal with their pain and stay 
the course that I had chosen.

At the time she told herself that she would be back one day, but six 
months later she married a person “of the world” and knew she had left 
forever. As she describes it, it took years to come to believe she had not, in 
fact, chosen hell. During those years her anxiety about the afterlife woke 
her up at night.21

Given Emily’s testimony it is hard to believe that her prospective autonomy was 
adequately protected (even though she ultimately defected and seems capable 
of extremely thoughtful reflection on her decisions). In Emily’s case the reli-
gious aspect of the upbringing seems to be implicated, because it is clear that 
Emily’s mother is a sincere believer and also appears to love her child uncon-
ditionally. But it is often hard to tell whether it is indeed the religious character 
of an upbringing that inhibits autonomy. Parents who terrorize children with 
fear of eternal damnation are sometimes simply exercising their own overbear-
ing desire for control, rather than following the requirements of their religion.

Whether a particular religious upbringing is consistent with autonomy de-
pends on how it interacts with the surrounding culture. Think of the difference 
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between a child being reared Amish in an Amish village with very little con-
tact with the surrounding “English” world, and a child being reared in a home 
with very similar religious beliefs and practices but in a neighborhood in which 
there is a lot of contact with children and adults living very different lives. Being 
raised in a diverse environment is more likely to support the development of 
autonomy than being raised in an enclave, even when the home values and the 
home culture are not, themselves, any different.

Some readers may find it easy to see how children raised in a religion can 
autonomously become secular, but harder to envisage how those raised out-
side any faith can autonomously become religious. But, if religious lives are 
effectively shut off from children raised in secular homes, how can we think 
of those children as having their prospective autonomy safeguarded? To be au-
tonomous, it might be argued, children need the deep familiarity with religious 
commitment that can be attained only if one is raised within a religion.

People do, indeed, convert to faiths as adults, after having secular upbring-
ings, and we see no reason to think that all of these conversions are either 
insincere or the result of psychological imbalance. Many, we think, occur 
in well- balanced autonomous persons. But, just as a religious upbringing in 
which one is psychologically abused with excessive fear of hell makes it ex-
tremely difficult for people to exit autonomously from a religious way of life, 
so a secular upbringing in which one imbibes contempt and hatred, or even 
just disdain, for religion makes autonomous conversion problematic. Shelley 
Burtt is right to observe that the prescription that children should get “educa-
tions which challenge rather than affirm their parents’ values and ways of life” 
is “rarely applied with vigor to enthusiasts of the mainstream secular, con-
sumer culture”: for children with secular upbringings to become autonomous 
they must, indeed, have their received values challenged, and need intimate 
contact with real people for whom a spiritual faith is woven into the fabric of 
their daily lives.22 There are other serious threats to autonomy than parents 
attempting to inculcate their own commitments: parents who neglect their 
children’s autonomy sometimes put it at risk as much as— sometimes more 
than— parents who consciously seek to block its development, certainly in a 
social environment that is materialistic and commercialized. This is one rea-
son that the ideal of the common school has some force: children raised in 
nonreligious households are more likely to befriend children from religious 
households, and thus to have the meaningful contact with a religious life that 
is, for many, a precondition of autonomous conversion.

For parents to raise their children successfully they must establish them-
selves as loving authorities. But if they succeed in that, their children will be 
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inclined to follow their lead in many things, including in their most funda-
mental commitments. And in order to have the ability to shape values in the 
ways that are legitimate, and indeed the ability to fulfill children’s other in-
terests, parents need a great deal of power and latitude over their children. 
They have to be able to share their space, and their lives, with them. This gives 
them plenty of emotional power to inhibit their children’s recourse to critical 
reflection. If a child knows that her parents think some ways are good and 
some bad, perhaps very bad, then she will be under considerable emotional 
pressure to go along with that, even if they attempt not to pressure her, let 
alone if they are more forceful. The emotional cost of breaking from the views 
in which she was raised and will have been raised to treat as gospel, and the 
analytically distinct emotional cost of breaking from what she knows to be 
her parents’ views, and the emotional rupture likely to be involved in that, 
mean that it is very hard to do. People who do it do so by resisting pressures 
that may not be formally or legally coercive but are experienced by many as 
emotionally coercive. Parents can affect the emotional costs borne by their 
children should they decide to reject the parents’ views. It would be extremely 
difficult for parents completely to remove the emotional costs to the child of 
revising her received commitments, and we suspect that doing so would often 
require seeming to be indifferent to what the child decides in a way that will be 
inauthentic and may seem uncaring, thus affecting the relationship negatively 
in other ways. But a parent, whether religious or secular, who ensures scrupu-
lously that his child has the cognitive skills and information needed for au-
tonomy but then deliberately raises the emotional costs of revision has surely 
not met his obligation. We have acknowledged that a child’s prospective au-
tonomy depends on more than the will and action of the parent, but the duty 
that parents are under is complex and burdensome. It includes restraining 
themselves from exerting the emotional pressure that they may be tempted 
deliberately to impose on the child to refrain from revising her received  
commitments.

Parents’ rights to shape their children’s values are limited by the condition 
that they must adequately attend to their children’s interests, which include the 
interest in becoming autonomous. Clayton’s “precondition” approach, we be-
lieve, is counterproductive in that the kind of withholding from the child that 
the parent will have to engage in will hamper the development of an emotion-
ally healthy relationship, which might itself be regarded as needed for the de-
velopment of autonomy. So raising one’s child within one’s religion is morally 
permissible— as long as that is done in a way consistent with the development 
of her autonomy.
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Conclusion

The basic point is simple. Children are separate people, with their own lives to 
lead, and the right to make, and act on, their own judgments about how they 
are to live those lives. They are not the property of their parents. As Kahlil  
Gibran says, in the poem that serves as our book’s epigraph: “Your children are 
not your children.  .  .  . though they are with you yet they belong not to you.” 
And because they are not property, and yet parents are— rightly— accorded 
such power over them, it is wrong for parents to treat them as vehicles for their 
own self- expression, or as means to the realization of their own views on con-
troversial questions about how to live. The desire to extend oneself into the 
future, and to influence the shape that future takes, can be satisfied in other 
ways, without a parent’s relying on that authority over her children that, for us, 
is justified on other grounds.

Gibran continues: “You may give them your love but not your thoughts, / 
For they have their own thoughts.” Whether they have their own thoughts, or 
how much of their thinking is indeed their own, depends a good deal on how 
they are raised. We agree that they should have their own thoughts, or at least be 
able to have them. But the giving of thoughts and the giving of love cannot be so 
readily separated. The loving parent will care for her child’s moral development. 
More, some spontaneous expression of self, and demonstration of one’s desire 
to promote one’s children’s well- being, are healthy elements in a loving familial 
relationship, and both are likely to lead to some giving of thoughts. Further, 
because of the role that shared values and mutual understanding play in loving 
relationships, some deliberate introduction of children to parents’ views about 
what matters in life can itself be justified as conducive to the relationship goods 
at the heart of our theory. Still, the very fact that value- shaping interactions 
of this kind are inevitable aspects of such relationships makes it all the more 
important that parents not exceed the limits implied by the duty to enable their 
children to become autonomous adults.



Conclusion

Rather than concluding with a summary rehearsal of our arguments, we end 
by pointing out some of their limitations. We might think of these, more posi-
tively, as an agenda for future research.

We have shied away from concerns about what children owe their parents. 
Our analysis has been limited to “the family” conceived narrowly in terms of 
the parent- child relationship, but even within that we have concentrated on 
parents’ rights over, and duties to, their children. Questions of filial obligation 
raise different problems, and the issue of what adult children owe their elderly 
parents in particular is clearly very important.1 For policymakers in aging soci-
eties, the problem is how to divide responsibility between family and state. For 
individuals, the issues raised are often emotionally complex, to say the least. 
Might it be productive to frame at least some of these matters in terms of “fa-
milial relationship goods”? Perhaps some such goods are realized when adult 
children care for their own parents. Perhaps they are realized— albeit to a lesser 
extent— when adult children provide the resources needed for that care to be 
provided by others. In one sense, of course, adults’ looking after dependent 
parents are experiencing an inversion of the familial relationship that we have 
focused on. But, from a broader perspective, it might rather be conceived as a 
continuation or completion of that relationship.

A rather different way forward would be to move beyond the family alto-
gether, applying the concept of “relationship goods” to other kinds of relation-
ship. Those who argue that we have special responsibilities to our fellow na-
tionals, or to our fellow citizens, often appeal to an analogy with the family, 
the general idea being that particular modes of association or relationship, and 
perhaps certain kinds of shared identity, permit, or even demand, particular 
forms of partiality toward particular others. Our approach to the question of 
legitimate parental partiality focuses attention on the specific contribution to 
well- being that is made by familial relationships, and we suspect that approach 
can usefully be applied to these, supposedly analogous, cases. To what extent do 
current arguments in this area invoke claims that might helpfully be framed in 
terms of relationship goods?2 Is it true that the relationship of shared national-
ity, for example, contributes particular goods to people’s lives? If so, what forms 
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of interaction— and what forms of partiality— must be permitted for the rela-
tionship to make that contribution? Similar questions can be asked about the 
civic relationship— about the goods made possible by citizens’ sharing mem-
bership of a state.3 It may be, further, that thinking in terms of relationship 
goods and the conditions of their realization can illuminate other areas, such as 
the obligations and permissions of friendship.4 If one is willing to countenance 
the idea that one has a relationship with oneself— and we do sometimes think 
in terms of people’s being alienated from themselves— it might even help us 
think about the nature and limits of partiality toward self.

But another research agenda suggested by our theory concerns its policy 
implications. It’s unlikely, of course, but suppose you agreed with everything 
so far: we are right about why there should be families, about what kinds of 
families are valuable, and about what rights parents should (and shouldn’t) 
have over their children. What you would be agreeing with are some rather 
abstract, philosophical claims, but it’s far from clear what they mean for policy-
makers— or for us as citizens, democratically deciding the framework of rules 
and regulations we are to live under. Some critics of political philosophy object 
to its tendency to operate at a level so removed from the world of real politics 
and practical decision making. They think that more should be done to explain 
how its grand theories might translate into prescriptions for action, what those 
theories mean for government policy here and now.

We share this concern, and would be delighted to conclude with a compre-
hensive and detailed set of concrete proposals that follow from our theory of 
family values.5 But philosophy, even political philosophy, has only a modest 
and specific part to play when it comes to policy prescriptions. Much of what 
is at stake in policy debates concerns disputes on which philosophers have no 
particular expertise, disputes that turn on complex empirical considerations. 
The main way for philosophers to contribute to those debates is to make their 
arguments available to nonspecialists in an accessible form, which is what we’ve 
tried to do in this book.

That said, we trust that the reader interested in its political implications 
will keep in mind the key big- picture aspects of our approach to family values. 
Though we cannot ourselves pursue them to their conclusions, it should be 
clear that, if accepted, that approach would have radical consequences across 
a wide range of policy domains. Three take- home messages stand out. The 
first is that children come first. True, unlike the proponents of some purely 
child- centered approaches, we have argued for a dual- interest view, insisting 
that adults’ interest in parenting (and not only children’s interest in being par-
ented) helps us to understand the moral basis of the family. But our claim that 
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the adult interest is in acting as a child’s fiduciary, and that the weighty adult 
interest in a parent- child relationship is an interest in the kind of relationship 
that serves children’s interests, substantially reduces the practical significance 
of that aspect. Our theory yields a much more constrained account of parents’ 
rights over their children than is widely accepted. Compared to the status quo, 
with its more- than- residual elements of the idea that children belong to their 
parents in a way that licenses their being treated as means to their parents’ 
ends, a concern for the family as a source of familial relationship goods will 
give parents considerably less discretion over their children’s upbringing than 
they currently enjoy.

Second, respect for the family is much less of an obstacle to egalitarian goals 
than is often claimed. Family values are often regarded as grounds for resisting 
redistributive measures (such as inheritance taxes), and policy generally defers 
to widely held claims that parents must have extensive freedom to promote 
their children’s interests (for example, by investing in their education). Focus-
ing carefully on the distinct contribution that familial relationships can make 
to people’s flourishing suggests that many such invocations of the family cannot 
be sustained. We insist, moreover, that familial relationship goods matter for 
everyone, not just for those who invoke the family to defend their advantages. 
By conceiving those goods as distribuenda, and noticing the way in which pub-
lic policy and the social environment massively affect their distribution, family 
values not only lose much of their force as grounds for resisting egalitarian 
policies; they provide a strong basis for endorsing them.

Third, our account of the family’s value gives no fundamental significance 
to biological connection between parent and child. We reject, in particular, 
the conventional claim that adults have a right to parent a child who shares 
their genetic material. Since we accept that it will generally be in children’s 
interests to be raised by their biological parents, and that there are practical 
limits on the state’s (or anybody’s) capacity to identify exceptions, this does 
not immediately imply extremely radical conclusions at the level of policy. 
One area where it will have bite, however, concerns state support for adoption. 
Many would- be parents do not even consider the possibility of adopting until 
attempts to produce biologically connected children have failed. It can be very 
hard, and very costly, for parents to adopt; there looks to be a strong case for the 
state’s subsidizing and in other ways promoting adoption, partly by tackling 
widespread norms and taken- for- granted assumptions about what constitutes 
a proper family. Such measures could be seen as helping us to discharge our 
collective duty to provide parents for those children who lack them.6 There will 
also, of course, be implications for policy concerning assisted reproduction.  
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At a more fundamental level, our skepticism about the significance of bio-
logical connection will have implications for what might call “procreation 
policy”— an area we think likely to become very salient in the next few de-
cades as the implications of global population growth become impossible to 
ignore. The alleged “right to procreate” derives much of its appeal from an 
implicit claim about the value of getting to parent the child one has procre-
atively produced. Calling that into question suggests a substantial reframing  
of the normative issues around political attempts to control population  
growth.7

Some may object to any attempt to infer policy implications from our theory. 
An influential view in political philosophy holds that the state acts illegitimately 
if its policies are justified by appeal to controversial philosophical doctrines, 
including controversial conceptions of human well- being. The state is, at root, 
a coercive apparatus— an instrument for preventing people from doing some 
things, and making them do others. In liberal democracies, citizens are rightly 
regarded as free and equal, and the state as belonging to them jointly. Those 
thoughts are taken by some to imply that the state should act only as an impar-
tial umpire, providing a level playing field: a neutral framework in which indi-
viduals are left free to pursue their own goods in their own way. Since there is 
reasonable disagreement about what constitutes human flourishing, it is wrong 
for government to enact policies that rely on any particular conception— even 
if the decisions are made democratically. Doing that involves using the coercive 
power of the state in support of a particular sectarian doctrine. The proper role 
of the state is to prevent harm and ensure just background conditions against 
which people can make their own choices about how to live. It is not to promote 
well- being.8

It should be clear how this line of argument might challenge any attempt 
to derive policy implications from our theory. From this perspective, a policy 
premised on the value of familial relationship goods looks objectionably “per-
fectionist,” for it involves harnessing the coercive power of the state to promote 
a controversial understanding of what makes people’s lives go well. True, such 
policies might be only mildly perfectionist. The state would not be endorsing 
a single, monistic, vision of how people should live their lives as a whole, and 
there need be no suggestion that it would be willing directly to coerce people 
into realizing the particular goods to which its policies did indeed appeal. Still, 
it does look as if a government that took our argument to heart and attempted 
to put it into practice would have to acknowledge being not entirely neutral 
between citizens’ views about the value and significance of the family.
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Those who demand that the state should refrain from grounding its policies 
in a controversial view about well- being need not deny the validity of that view. 
It is entirely coherent for someone to accept our account of family values— to 
think we are right about the way in which familial relationships contribute to 
human flourishing and what it implies for parents’ discretion over their chil-
dren’s upbringing— while denying that it would be legitimate for the state to 
implement policies based on that account. She could, for example, regard our 
theory as providing valid guidance for her own attempts to parent her children. 
But all- things- considered assessments of political action must weigh not only 
the outcomes they can be expected to promote but also the means by which 
they are to be promoted. The antiperfectionist derives, from respect for the 
value of citizens’ freedom and equality, a procedural concern that the state 
acts illegitimately when it endorses a particular controversial doctrine— even 
when that doctrine is correct and its political enactment would indeed pro-
mote flourishing. For the antiperfectionist, those “political” values weigh more 
heavily than even the “comprehensive” values connected to a correct account 
of human flourishing.9

We cannot here evaluate the cases for and against mild state perfectionism. 
We can, however, explain why some measures that governments might take in 
attempting to put our theory into practice need not be as perfectionist as they 
might seem. The centrality of our account of children’s interests is the key here; 
those interests should be regarded as a legitimate basis for state action even by 
those committed to state neutrality. One might plausibly deny that government 
policy may properly promote adults’ interest in parenting— by, for example, 
subsidizing the use of artificial reproductive technology, or encouraging people 
to become parents by subsidizing the costs of child rearing. After all, one might 
think, individual adults can and should make their own judgments about how 
to spend their resources; rather than endorsing a contentious view about how 
familial relationship goods contribute to adult flourishing, the proper role of 
the state is to provide adults with their just share of resources and leave it to 
them to decide whether they want to spend them on raising children. But it is 
much less plausible to object to children’s interest in being well parented, and 
to our interests as third parties in their being so, as legitimately guiding policy. 
And, we would suggest, our account of those interests is considerably less con-
troversial. Indeed, we think they could not reasonably be rejected.

It is important, then, that many policies that would serve the adult inter-
est in parenting can be justified by a less controversial appeal to the interests 
of children (and, to some extent, of third parties). Poverty is a major barrier 
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to adults’ capacity to participate in the relationships we have described. The 
conscientious parent, living in poverty, doing her best to provide her child with 
a decent start in life, may find herself working longer hours, or trying to hold 
down two or more jobs, in a way that makes it very difficult for her to enjoy 
an intimate relationship with that child. Even many affluent parents in wealthy 
societies face significant barriers to enjoying relationships of the kind we have 
described. Professional and nonprofessional jobs, especially in the United 
States, frequently lack the kind of employment protection that enables parents 
to negotiate their hours of work to fit with the demands of parenting, and jobs 
are often structured in such a way that wholehearted involvement in them is 
strongly in tension with wholehearted involvement in family life and parent-
ing. Policies to combat poverty, to socialize the costs of children’s education and 
health care, and to help even affluent parents achieve better work- life balance 
do serve the interests of parents, but of course they serve children’s interests 
too. Children’s interests in growing up well (and other people’s interest in their 
growing up that way) may be quite sufficient justifications of many of the poli-
cies that would be advocated by a state deliberately promoting adult well- being 
through encouraging parenting. Policy aimed at tackling those aspects of pov-
erty most damaging to a flourishing parent- child relationship, or at enabling 
even affluent parents to achieve a better work- life balance, help parents in large 
part by helping them do what parents should be able to do for their children. If 
it is good for the parent to be home from work in time to read bedtime stories 
to her children, that is in large part (though not entirely) because it is good for 
children to have bedtime stories read to them by the parent. We contribute 
to parents’ flourishing indirectly, as it were, by policies justified primarily on 
child- centered, and less controversial, grounds.

It remains possible, of course, that children’s interests will not justify all 
the policies that a perfectionist state promoting adults’ interest in parenting 
would endorse. This leads us to our second point. Insofar as policy prescrip-
tions did appeal to claims about parents’ interests, they might be conceived 
and presented as correcting or compensating for biases that make it unduly 
difficult, given current incentive structures, for adults to experience the kind of 
relationships that we claim to be distinctively valuable. Institutional arrange-
ments and social norms influence not only the distribution of resources, and 
the costs and benefits attaching to particular choices about how to deploy those 
resources; they also influence people’s preferences and inclinations. Of course 
it is a complicated question how we should conceive the baseline against which 
to assess any claim about bias, and one would need to do a good deal of work to 
show that, say, existing arrangements were tilted against parenting in a way that 
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would justify pro- family policies as consistent with an egalitarian or neutral-
ist conception of distributive justice.10 Those mindful of the interests of future 
generations might well regard those arrangements as far too generous to par-
ents, since those who become parents by procreation are not required to bear 
the costs that their choices will impose on others via, for example, effects on 
the environment. Those attentive to the influence of social norms might think 
them biased in favor of the decision to become a parent; childless women, es-
pecially, are often expected to explain the absence of children, or at least that 
absence is the subject of others’ speculation, in a way that mothers are not ex-
pected to explain their presence. Still, especially where fertility rates are falling, 
it is important to keep in mind the possibility that some of us live in societies 
that have tilted the balance against parenthood. Most analyses in affluent soci-
eties think about falling fertility rates as an economic problem. Our approach 
suggests a different kind of worry. People whose lives would go better were 
they to become parents may be missing out. Insofar as their decision to remain 
childless reflected our having made the costs of parenting unduly high, efforts 
to correct the imbalance could be justified without any appeal to perfectionist 
considerations.

We should note, finally, the rhetorical appeal of family values, an appeal that 
can be acknowledged even by those who, philosophically speaking, would ob-
ject to state action motivated exclusively by such considerations. For the an-
tiperfectionist, the ideal is to secure a just distribution of resources, and then 
leave it to individuals to make their own judgments about what to spend them 
on, without good- specific subsidy. In our societies that distribution is, in fact, 
unjust; many people cannot make the choices (and, sometimes, do not make 
the judgments) that they would make in just circumstances. In the absence of a 
just distribution, invoking family values may be a good way to motivate support 
for policies that would be justified on other grounds.
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