Equality, Autonomy and the Price of Parenting

Abstract
Theorists of justice, including egalitarian theorists, have largely neglected the question of whether in a just society parents have claims to sharing the costs of children with non-parents. This paper explains the importance of parental justice and examines the autonomy-based case for sharing the costs of children. It focuses on the most important statement of that case to date, which has been put forward by Anne Alstott. We identify weaknesses in Alstott’s argument and draw on its strengths in order to elaborate a more promising autonomy-based argument for parental justice.
Introduction
With few exceptions, contemporary liberal egalitarians have neglected the question of parental justice, the question of whether in a just society parents have claims to sharing the costs of children with non-parents.
 Liberal egalitarians certainly discuss and endorse measures that support parents, such as parental leave policies, child tax credit and publicly funded schools. However, such measures are typically viewed as necessary to help bring about gender justice: they are proposed in order to ensure that mothers are not penalised relative to fathers, given the unequal distribution of child-rearing labor between them. Alternatively, measures to support parents might be endorsed as an indirect way in which to meet the claims of children in relatively disadvantaged households.
This paper considers what liberal egalitarian justice has to say about the claims of parents as such rather than about the support society owes parents insofar as they are women at the short end of an independently unjust inequality, or insofar as they are vehicles for transferring resources to children who might otherwise be at risk of disadvantage. Any theory of justice, as we argue below, must take a stance on the question of parental justice, and on the face of it, the stance that liberal egalitarians must take on it goes against the widely held conviction that parents, just as parents, have claims to receive support from non-parents. That conviction, as we explain in more detail below, may seem hard to square with two commitments at the heart of liberal egalitarianism, namely, that social justice must hold individuals responsible for their choices in life and that it must be defended and described in a way that refrains from appealing to a comprehensive conception of the good life.
Our aim in this paper is to examine whether liberal egalitarians should endorse the conclusion that parents are entitled to receive support from non-parents as a means of upholding the autonomy that they, like all others, should be equally able to enjoy in a just society. Our examination of the autonomy-based argument for parental justice will proceed through a discussion of the most important statement of it set forth to date by Anne Alstott. Alstott’s central claim is that a liberal and equal society, committed as it is to equally protecting its citizens’ autonomy, should support parents, because the parenting role, which our society’s laws shape and enforce, is an extremely demanding one in terms of autonomy. The liberal state is under an obligation to compensate parents because it is importantly implicated in limiting their autonomy, and that obligation must be shared, more specifically, by all of its citizens, be they parents or non-parents.
Since Alstott’s treatment of the question of parental justice is novel and draws some important points to our attention, it is worth examining it in some detail. We argue that Alstott’s arguments do not conclusively establish an autonomy-based case for sharing the costs of children, as she intends. Nevertheless, an analysis of them is illuminating and helps identify the basis of a possible, and in our view, more robust, argument for why non-parents and parents should share the costs of children in a just society. As we explain in further detail below, we believe equal autonomy is best respected when the options we face at any given stage in our lives form part of a lifetime of options we would structure for ourselves when equally placed to do so. The implication of that test, we contend, are that parents should receive support from non-parents. 
This paper is structured as follows. Section 1 argues for the importance of addressing the question of parental justice and explains why some liberal egalitarians may think they cannot give a positive answer to it. Section 2 presents the general outlines of the autonomy-based argument, which could provide that positive answer, and sections 3-5 examine three different strands of the argument, which, so we suggest, should be disentangled. We conclude in section 6 by sketching the way in which a successful autonomy-based argument for parental justice could be developed.
1. The question of parental justice 
The central question for parental justice is whether non-parents in a just society should assist parents by sharing some of the costs of having children. This question has been widely neglected by theorists of justice, including egalitarian ones. This may well be a reflection of the wider and pervasive neglect, by political philosophers, of issues of justice surrounding the family.
 It may also be a result of the fact that theories of justice tacitly tend to assume one particular, intuitively familiar answer to the central question of parental justice – namely, that non-parents and parents should share the costs of children.

The neglect of parental justice is regrettable. A theory of justice is incomplete unless it specifies how the costs of children should be distributed. This is not just because (although it is certainly also because) a theory of justice concerns the distribution of burdens and benefits, and the rearing of children involves burdens. More fundamentally, a theory of justice is incomplete in the absence of an answer to the question of parental justice, because some of the costs of children, both during the stage of life when they are children and once they are adults, are costs that must be incurred so as to give every person her just due. The costs of children include both the costs of care - the costs of providing children with affection and education during infancy and childhood and the costs of added adult members - and the costs of added adult members.
 So, in answering the question of parental justice, we are actually settling a central question about justice: whether everyone should share equally the costs of meeting everyone else’s claims of justice, as opposed to requiring that these costs be borne only by those who are morally responsible for the existence of fellow citizens (typically, the biological parents of citizens).

So, although theories of justice have widely ignored the question of parental justice, they should not do so, because they cannot ignore the more general question of which it is a part, namely, the question of who should pay for giving people what justice requires they have.
The centrality of both the latter, more general, question and of the question of parental justice, in particular, becomes all the more perspicuous in the context of theories of justice that are committed to making room for responsibility. As Hillel Steiner has remarked, if we endorse a theory that requires, on the one hand, that inequalities that people are not responsible for be eliminated, while on the other hand permitting or requiring inequalities traceable to unequal choices people make, then we should not only ask whether individuals should be held responsible for choices that lead them to be badly off themselves, as in typical cases of self-affecting imprudent behaviour, but also whether they should be held responsible for choices leading to others having claims of justice. Responsibility-sensitive egalitarians, Steiner remarks, have not noticed this implication of their commitment to responsibility. They have assumed that everyone should share the costs of meeting everyone else’s demands of justice. 

The same assumption has been made – but not defended - with regard to the question of parental justice, in particular. Most theories of justice, including many egalitarian ones, seem to assume that parents are entitled to receive public support in meeting the burdens of parenting. Non-parents, so most theories of justice tacitly assume, should share with parents the costs of each new generation of citizens: rather than being liable to a lesser tax burden, they should be taxed as equal contributors to public schemes aimed at protecting the negative or positive rights of all new citizens. 
This answer, however, needs defending, in the face of a challenge to it that is grounded in the commitment to holding people responsible for their choices. Some egalitarians claim that on a responsibility-sensitive view of the demands of justice  - the view according to which not all inequalities are unjust, but only those that reflect unequal brute luck –many or most parents should be held liable for the costs of children. Since many or most parents choose to have children and since they identify with their desire or ambition to have them, they are justifiably held responsible for the costs of having them, including, so some egalitarians say, the costs involved in giving children what justice requires that they have.

Some might seek to respond to the responsibility challenge along the following lines. They might argue that individuals should only be held responsible for choices that it would be unfair for others to subsidize. Because the choice of becoming a parent, along with a select class of other choices, is a choice to pursue an objectively valuable good, it is not unfair to ask others to subsidize it.
 They themselves, after all, have reason to value the right to receive a subsidy for that choice. This response, however, will not appeal to those liberal egalitarians committed to justifying our rights and obligations to each other without appealing to a comprehensive conception of the good life. The response to the responsibility challenge put forward in this paragraph could not reasonably be expected to receive the endorsement of individuals who do not see parenting as objectively good.
 
Given the disputed merits of appealing to comprehensive views of the good, we should therefore consider the possibility of defending parental justice against the responsibility challenge by appealing to a different line of argument, one which appeals to the value of autonomy. If it were possible to ground the claims of parental justice in a value more widely endorsed among liberal egalitarians, that would be a welcome development for those who wish to make a case for sharing the costs of children. We assume that the claim that autonomy is valuable is a less contentious basis for claims of justice than the claim that a particular plan of life - becoming a parent – is objectively good. In the next sections we consider the most important statement of the autonomy-based argument for parental justice.
2. Alstott on autonomy and the costs of children
According to Anne Alstott,
 a liberal society that is committed to protecting the autonomy of all of its citizens’ should support parents. This is because the parenting role, which our society’s laws shape and enforce, is an extremely demanding one in terms of autonomy: it requires that parents provide continuity of care, typically from the birth of the child until at least 18. As Alstott remarks several times, the role of parents has been configured in such a way that parents cannot escape its burdensome commitments – that role, as the title of Alstott’s book states, implies that parents accept its No Exit requirement.
In developing her argument, Alstott deals with the claims of parents in real, non-ideal conditions, but from remarks she makes when confronting the views of some political philosophers, it appears that she intends her arguments to establish general principles of parental justice, that is, principles that identify the claims of parents even when other conditions of background justice have been secured. 

Individual autonomy is understood by Alstott as the capability or effective freedom to lead a life that is in some meaningful sense one’s own (p. 35), or to choose a life plan that one deems valuable, and also of modifying that plan as one’s values change over time (p. 52).
 Parents’ autonomy, thus understood, is substantially and systematically hindered by their parental obligations. Parents must provide continuity of care for their children, and in order to do so, they must often sacrifice their interests to a considerable extent. They must prioritise their children’s interests over their own on all those occasions on which doing otherwise would undermine their capacity to provide a financially and emotionally stable environment for their children to grow up in, and they must often forgo the ability to seek professions they find satisfying, or abstain from demanding but socially beneficial activities (being actively engaged in politics, for example) or other activities they find worth pursuing.
A crucial feature of Alstott’s argument is the liberal state’s involvement in sustaining the parental role. The state enforces the No Exit obligation by using the coercive instrument of the law to ensure that parents provide continuity of care.
 It does so by penalising those parents who fail to provide continuity of care with the removal of their children, and by allowing those who are not in serious violation of the No Exit obligation to enjoy considerable freedom in carrying out their parenting role (pp 41-4). Since the liberal state is committed to autonomy – by which Alstott means that it sets out “to create institutions that ensure to every person the conditions of autonomy” (p. 35), and “to permit every citizen to choose a vision of the good life and to shape a life according to that vision” (p. 53) – it owes parents compensation. 
More specifically, according to Alstott, parents have a claim to compensation in the form of financial assistance earmarked for specific purposes. Her proposal is that they be awarded Caretaker Resource Accounts of $5000 per annum for the first 13 years of each child’s life, earmarked to sustain some options that help parents restore or maintain future autonomy-enhancing options which they see diminished while they care for their children, namely, paid childcare, education, and pension contributions.
 Alstott also argues for Life-Planning Insurance, which is extra financial assistance for parents whose children suffer from serious disabling conditions that make the parents’ discharge of their parental obligations especially arduous.
It is worth noting that in developing her autonomy-based argument for parental justice, Alstott occasionally invokes considerations that are actually best seen as the bases of separate arguments for parental justice. These considerations are not integral, in other words, to an autonomy-based argument for parental justice, and instead rely on altogether different principles for supporting parental claims. Alstott mentions, for example, the fact that it is in society’s interests that parents provide continuity of care, and that it should do something “in return” (p. 50 and p. 51); that we could view the obligation to help parents as generalised reciprocity (each one of us has benefited, as a child from someone’s discharging that obligation, and is now obliged to reciprocate by helping someone else discharge it; p. 51), or as collectivised gratitude (we cannot travel in time to make our parents’ load in caring for us lighter for them, as our filial obligations would oblige us to do, but we can all agree to a system in which everyone works together to ensure that someone discharges that filial obligation (also p. 51);
 and that institutions that support parents could be seen as a form of paternalistic compulsory insurance: since people’s capacity to make well-informed choices about their later selves are limited, we may ensure, out of a concern with their own long-term welfare, that their earlier choices not lead them to suffer later hardship (pp. 58-9). These various considerations may well have moral weight but we should not conflate them with an autonomy-based argument for parental justice, which must stand or fall independently of them.
Is Alstott’s case persuasive? Is she right to argue that parents are entitled to receive support from non-parents on the grounds that they suffer an autonomy deficit? Can a commitment to equal autonomy ground non-parents’ obligation to share some of the costs of children with parents? In the following sections, we critically examine Alstott’s autonomy-based argument by identifying three different interpretations of it. We argue that two of them are unsuccessful, and that the third still falls short of providing a complete argument - but points us in the right direction.
3. The autonomy costs of contingent social roles
In order to examine whether parents suffer autonomy-deficits that warrant compensation, it is useful to start by noticing that there are two different types of restrictions parents face which may be thought to be autonomy-curtailing. Alstott runs them together but, as we shall see, they are relevantly different. 
First, in order to provide continuity of care, parents are forced to make a number of sacrifices, both economic and non-economic – which sacrifices substantially limit their ability to pursue lifestyles they deem valuable. Parents may have to turn down or abstain from looking for job opportunities that will take them away from their children, or enter a new relationship with someone who is either unwilling or incapable of sustaining a relationship with the children they are responsible for. Moreover, on a daily basis, parents have to make choices that prioritise their children’s needs at the expense of their other interests and projects. As Alstott remarks: “No matter what new and exciting opportunities come along, no matter how appealing or socially productive a new project, the parent’s duty to the child should come first. If the new opportunity or relationship cannot be reconciled with the child’s need for continuity, it should be declined.” (p. 53)
Second, it might be said that having to provide continuity of care itself constitutes a cost: we may think that parents’ compliance (or at least, the state-enforced compliance) with the No Exit obligation in itself curtails parents’ autonomy, since some individuals might prefer to exercise a parental role, and have parental rights, while being less intensely involved in their children’s upbringing. Alstott writes: “When society commands parents to persist, it is denying some people a course of life they might otherwise wish to pursue: the option to capture the satisfactions of rearing children while also preserving the opportunity to exit, or to reshuffle one’s priorities if it becomes attractive or meaningful to do so” (pp. 55-6). The dictates of the No Exit obligation are such that parents are not granted the option of retaining parental rights while not providing the sort of continuity of care that seems acceptable: this itself, it may seem, is a cost, a curtailment of autonomy.
 In our view, it is important to distinguish between these two types of costs because the claim that parents suffer an autonomy loss is not equally plausible with regard to both.
Let us consider the second type of restriction first, as this may seem to be the central focus of Alstott’s concerns, given her worry about parents’ being placed in a situation in which they have no exit. The requirement that parents not exit should not be interpreted, literally, as a requirement that parents never forgo their role as parents (biological parents who are unwilling to care for their children may give up their children for adoption), but rather, as the requirement that they perform the parental role in a certain way: by providing continuous care for their children. Parents have parental rights only if they provide this sort of care, rather than, say, by being absent or only periodically present carers. Parents are not allowed the complex option of retaining parental rights while not fulfilling the No Exit obligation.
Now, one argument for the conclusion that parents’ autonomy is limited as a result of this restriction points to the fact that the No Exit obligation is a contingent social institution, and holds that, for that reason, the loss of freedom and autonomy suffered as a result of taking up that role is illegitimately placed on parents, who deserve compensation.


It is not controversial to maintain that the No Exit obligation is a historically and socially contingent institution. The parental role has evolved from one historical period to another and it varies across different cultural contexts. The contingent features of the parental role that change across time and place include both the moral and legal expectations it places on parents and the payoffs it bestows on parenting. Parents are now supposed to look after their children for much longer, to provide them with many more opportunities, than was the case before. In short, the role of parents is a social creation, and one which has been variously costly or beneficial for parents (and their children). As Alstott observes: “Society strongly regulates the content of parenthood, and it demands more of parents than ever before. Individuals can choose whether or not to be parents, but society fixes the terms of that choice.” (pp. 49-50).

These observations might form the backdrop of an autonomy-based argument for parental claims that runs, roughly, as follows: the reason the state owes individuals compensation is that the parental role, as we now know it, is constructed by the state and society at large; the obligations we hold parents under, and which the state enforces, are a historically contingent social creation. Moreover, this social creation is less beneficial, more freedom-constraining, and also arguably less autonomy-protecting,
 for parents, than alternative configurations of the parental role, such as one that only demanded, of parents, that they provide physical care and nurturance for their children up to the age at which they are capable of fending for themselves, rather than providing them with the continuity of intimate and intensive care needed for their emotional and developmental flourishing well into adulthood. Since the expectations to which society holds parents, through social norms and legal restrictions, are both freedom-constraining and contingent, parents are owed compensation. Autonomy limitations that result from the state’s creation of social roles that are burdensome for individuals call for compensation.


We think that the historical contingency of parental roles does point to something of normative significance, and we return to this later – but we do not think that the argument just sketched is plausible. It is implausible to hold that all limitations of autonomy resulting from the enforcement of historically contingent roles and institutions warrant compensation. The fact that a role is socially contingent and that different institutions could be in place from the ones that are actually in place is not morally relevant in itself. What is relevant is whether other institutions could permissibly be in place, and hence, whether a role is morally contingent. If the answer to these questions were affirmative, then Alstott’s case for parents, interpreted this way, would be more plausible: if it were possible for society to construct the parental role in more than one morally permissible way, then its being what it actually is would be contingent in a morally relevant way, in that the limitation of autonomy that role entails would now call for a justification that is not provided by the features of the role itself.
But the parental role the state enforces – i.e. the demand that parents provide continuity of care - is not contingent in this way, because, we assume, the provision of continuity of care is not just one among various morally permissible models of parental obligations. We believe that the No Exit obligation has independent moral weight; so there is a sense in which the state’s “construction” of the parental role is nothing but the institutionalization of an independently morally justified set of demands on those who embark on parenting. Alstott herself believes this (57). So it is not the case that the reason parents are owed compensation is that their autonomy is restricted as a result of their being held to moral obligations they do not, in fact, have.
4.  The autonomy costs of failing the No Exit obligation
Let us take as given, then, the conviction that parents do have a moral obligation to provide their children with continuity of care. Against this assumption, could parents be said to suffer an autonomy loss as a result of bearing the second type of cost mentioned above – that is, the costs of not having the complex option of being parents while not providing their children with continuity of care?
This claim could be supported on the view that more freedom is always better than less, as far as autonomy is concerned, and that being able to exercise agency by turning down options is valuable, regardless of the content of those options.
 On this view, freedom has non-specific value: being free to do things has value independently of the value of the things one is free to do.
 It might then be thought that the freedom limitation itself is bad, and that it is bad because someone’s autonomy is always diminished whenever any option is removed from her, and that compensation is owed as a result.

This argument does not seem plausible, for three reasons. First, it seems that a person’s autonomy is not diminished when one’s freedom to pursue disvaluable options is removed: a person’s autonomy, we could insist, is not limited by removing from her the option of harming others, for example.
 Second, even if we thought that a person’s autonomy is limited whenever she is unfree to pursue a lifeplan she deems worthy of pursuit, it is not implausible to hold that most parents’ autonomy will not be hindered by compliance with the No Exit obligation, since the option parents thereby lack is not one that most parents themselves find valuable. Note that we are not suggesting here that since parents do not typically value the option of parenting badly their freedom is unaffected by the coercive removal of this option. Rather, our claim is that while it is true that parents are unfree to retain parental rights while not providing continuity of care (whether or not they feel unfree), it is also true that their being so unfree is not, in most cases, what motivates them to act as they do, because that freedom is not one that they deem valuable and that they would wish to pursue. While they are unfree, their autonomy is not limited.
 Thirdly, even if we did believe that it is always in one respect bad to diminish people’s freedom – even the freedom to perform morally bad actions – it does not follow that compensation is always owed for restrictions of freedom. If there are undefeated reasons in favour of those restrictions, grounded either in others’ well-being-based claims (in this case, children’s claims to a certain level of well-being) or the value of securing equal freedom itself (in this case, it might be argued that the enforcement of the No Exit obligation is necessary to uphold children’s claims to freedom, by ensuring the conditions necessary for becoming a person who is capable of freedom
), then it is not obvious that compensation is owed to those who are prevented from undermining others’ claims.

So, to sum up, whether we believe that someone’s autonomy is diminished by the unavailability of options that are objectively valuable, or that it is diminished by the unavailability of options that one deems valuable (whether or not they are objectively valuable), it does not seem true that parents’ autonomy is diminished as a result of their not having the option to be, effectively, bad parents. And even if we thought that the unfreedom is itself regrettable, it would not necessarily follow that any compensation is owed to parents. So, a concern with parents’ autonomy or freedom does not necessarily ground a claim to compensation for parents on the grounds that they suffer a loss by not having the option to retain parental rights while not fulfilling the No Exit obligation. 
5. The autonomy costs of complying with the No Exit obligation 
Let us turn now to the first type of restriction parents face, which we mentioned earlier – the costs parents bear in order to provide continuity of care. With regard to these costs, it might seem more plausible to say that they impinge on parents’ autonomy. It is undeniable that parents’ ability to reconcile a successful and rewarding job, pursuit of non-pecuniary activities for the purposes of self-development, or a love relationship while adequately catering for their children’s needs, is limited as a result of their parental duties.
The absence of these options, we might think, does seem to hinder parents’ autonomy: these are valuable and often valued options, which parents have reason to pursue and often would like to pursue, and whose unavailability or costliness for their children’s well-being does impact on parents’ decisions of what choices to make. Here again, it is complex options that are unavailable to parents: parents may still be free to pursue a successful career, or to move to another city, or to cultivate a new love relationship, but they may do these things only at a serious cost, if doing them will involve unduly neglecting their children’s interests to an extent that leads to their losing their parental rights over them. What parents are not free to do, or do not have the opportunity to do, is to parent well (and so retain their parental rights) and pursue these other goods. In the face of these conflicts between options, they will, if they are good parents, forgo such goods – but, though they may do so willingly, as good parents, this is nonetheless a curtailment of their capacity to choose lives they would wish to pursue, and, we may add, have good reasons to pursue.
There is, however, a forceful objection to this line of argument. It is true of many projects we undertake, and certainly of the most significant ones we embark on, that committing to them restricts our options, and it would be absurd to hold that this fact constitutes a loss, rather than a gain, in autonomy – our autonomy seems enhanced, rather than hindered, by the pursuit of valuable goals. So, losing freedoms that we value may, as we pointed out above, limit our autonomy, but according to this objection, it does not do so necessarily: if the loss of freedom results from pursuing the life plan that we value, then our autonomy does not seem to suffer for that; indeed, we can only pursue autonomous lives by forgoing some options that conflict with the life plan we favour. Why should this not also be true of the restrictions faced by parents?
There are two replies to this objection. The first points out that the limits faced by parents are especially large. The restrictions on parents that are imposed by the No Exit obligation, so one might argue, are extraordinary. Alstott highlights this fact (p. 57). However, even if it is true, we do not think this reply can settle the worry at hand. One can think of other roles individuals can assume in life that are similarly severe in their restrictions, but that do not give rise to a concern about autonomy. For example, someone who embarks on a career as a surgeon will have to train and work long and anti-social hours, which may hinder her capacity to socialise and even to have a sustained relationship with someone or start a family; someone who chooses to be an aircrew staff member will regularly work for days-long shifts away from home which may make having relationships and a family difficult; a religious believer who adopts an ascetic way of life faces a curtailment of his options that is likely to be greater than any parent’s: in order to live in accordance with his religious convictions, this person will forgo the possibility of having a family, pursue a lucrative career, and engage in most forms of recreation. Yet we do not conclude that the surgeon’s and the ascetic’s autonomy are restricted (provided that they have reflected on their choices and made them authentically in some relevant sense). So, a curtailment of options, even when extensive, is not necessarily a threat to a person’s autonomy. It is not enough, for someone to be able to ground a complaint in the name of autonomy, or equal autonomy, to point to the fact that their chosen life-projects are incompatible with their pursuit of other life projects (or a greater number of such projects than is the case for other life-projects).
There is a second and more promising attempt to vindicate the autonomy-based concern with the restrictions imposed by the parenting role. There is an important distinction between the costs attached to parenting, on the one hand, and the costs attached to the other option-restricting roles that were mentioned in the previous paragraph, on the other. Some of the costs that our society contingently attaches to the parenting role do not seem to be integral to parenting, in the sense that their accompanying that activity is in no way necessary for enjoying the good of that activity itself. The obligation to provide continuity of care is not itself morally contingent, as we observed earlier, but what is morally contingent, it could be said, are the costs that are attached to the performance of that obligation. Many of the costs of parenting well are the product of particular social and economic institutions that might have been otherwise: it would be possible to parent well and yet not have to bear so many costs under alternative socio-economic arrangements, such as, for example, arrangements that reconciled the demands of parenting with being economically productive by adjusting the workplace to make it more hospitable to the constraints that workers who are also carers labour under.

If the costs we face in pursuing an activity are integral to our enjoying the good of that activity, then our having to bear them seems compatible with our autonomy. Having to bear the integral costs of that activity is in that case a necessary part of successfully pursuing it. But this is not so with respect to costs of an activity that are not integral to it. If the good in an activity can be fully realized without our having to bear certain costs that accompany it, it is possible that we are constrained by those costs in ways that undermine our autonomy, or our claim to equal autonomy. 
This reply is on the right track, but it is only the beginning of an autonomy-based argument for parental justice. We still need an account of what costs our social and economic institutions may justifiably attach to the pursuit of various activities, including that of parenting. Surely those costs may include more than just the integral ones, and arguably our autonomy is not always undermined by having to bear non-integral costs, including large ones, in order to pursue our projects and ambitions. Whatever the account is that ends up justifying the costs we may attach to the parenting role, this account might justify the imposition of considerable non-integral costs on parents, not in spite of, but in line with, a commitment to respecting their autonomy.
This line of argument is anticipated by Alstott when she considers an objection along the lines of the one we discussed earlier, to the effect that regulations aimed at preventing harm to others are not autonomy-undermining. She says: 
…we treat such regulations [i.e. regulations aimed at preventing harm to others] as defining the scope of individual autonomy rather than limiting it…No Exit prevents parents from harming or exploiting their children…But I am not arguing that the No Exit rule is inappropriate, that a fair society should reject it …. The subtler insight that I am advancing is this: not every regulation with a legitimate purpose imposes a fair burden on those individuals who pursue the regulated activity. The No Exit rule implements the state’s legitimate interest in continuity of care for children but simultaneously imposes an extraordinary restriction on parental autonomy. (p. 57)
Alstott is right that people should not have to bear the unfair burdens that accompany restrictions that are justifiably imposed on them, but we now need a reason to deem some burdens that accompany the restrictions imposed on parents as unfair, where this reason cannot be that all burdens or even all very large and non-integral burdens are autonomy-limiting. Alstott does not offer any such reason. In the next section, we try to complete the autonomy-based argument Alstott defends.
6. Autonomy and parental justice
As a preliminary, we should note that the autonomy-based argument for parental justice appeals to the equal autonomy of citizens. The question, therefore, is how the equal autonomy of citizens demands that we set the costs of parenting. A plausible starting point for answering that question is that these costs must be set in such a way that citizens would endorse them given the plans of life they wish to pursue. That general ideal, however, is in need of interpretation. Before we sketch the interpretation we favor, it will be instructive to briefly consider two alternative interpretations, which we reject.

The first interpretation attributes specific plans of life to citizens and then works out how, given those plans of life, those citizens would set the costs of parenting. This first interpretation of equal autonomy is problematic in its starting point. We simply cannot identify the plans of life citizens will endorse throughout their lives in advance because they change their plans of life as they move through life in ways that are difficult to anticipate; individuals don’t pass through the gates of adulthood with unalterable plans of life at hand. The second interpretation swings completely in the other direction. Not only does it deny that we can attribute settled plans of life to individuals, it denies that we can even assume what the likelihood is that a given plan of life might be one we would wish to pursue. It insists that we instead assume that each possible plan of life enjoys an equal probability of our pursuing it. On this interpretation, therefore, our equal autonomy would be best fulfilled when we have equally available to us a set of all-purpose means for pursuing whatever plan of life we eventually settle upon.

Our (third) interpretation of equal autonomy is an attempt at occupying a middle-ground between the above two interpretations. We do not take the plans of life citizens currently wish to pursue as a basis for working out how they would set the costs of parenting, and neither do we assume that the probability they will pursue any given plans of life is equal. Rather we propose that our equal autonomy is best respected, when we each have the set of options for developing and pursuing plans of life that we would have designed for ourselves on the basis of our judgments about how probable it is that we will develop given plans of life.


Our proposal for how we should identify the social arrangements that best respect our equal autonomy follows a general line of thought in contemporary liberal egalitarianism, most prominently espoused by John Rawls and Ronald Dworkin, according to which social arrangements are to be regulated by principles and policies that would be chosen by individuals in a hypothetical choice situation. More specifically, we believe the hypothetical choice situation should be conceived of in such a way that it deprives individuals of information about the specific plans of life they will pursue across all the stages of their lives but allows them to have information about their general dispositions and character. The latter information allows them to form judgments about how likely it is that they will wish to pursue given plans of life, and how important it would be for them to be able to pursue given plans of life in case they should settle upon them.  
To illustrate, imagine a policy that offers publicly funded subsidies for a small number of idiosyncratic plans of life. It offers support for individuals who wish to devote themselves, say, to mountain climbing (e.g. free training, free equipment and extra days off from work with pay to go mountain climbing). We do not believe that most individuals who are ignorant of the specific plans of life they will pursue in life but who do know their general dispositions and character would choose such a policy as part of the social arrangements they would wish to live under. A state that made available to us a set of options that contained a right to generous public subsidies for mountain climbing (with the accompanying obligation to fund those subsidies) would therefore not best respect our autonomy.

Now, parenting is different from mountain climbing. We believe that given their general dispositions and character, most individuals would wish to ensure that the option of becoming a parent is effectively available to them should they end up settling on it as one of their central plans of life. Our autonomy may be best respected, therefore, if our society ensures that parenting is effectively available to us as a plan of life. We can thus defend policies that support parents in meeting the costs of raising their children on the ground that they secure our equal autonomy as individuals who are uncertain about the specific plans of life they may come to pursue. Furthermore, we can defend them as policies that secure the autonomy of all individuals, including those who eventually decide against parenthood, since they are policies that most people would have supported prior to making a choice over whether or not to become parents. The argument thus justifies the conclusion that non-parents as well as parents should provide the tax contributions that fund public support for parents.

The equal autonomy argument we have briefly sketched can be further illustrated if we consider other policy areas apart from support for parents. It might have implications, for example, for the question of whether adults should receive publicly funded support for a period of retraining. We believe that the same middle-ground position, in which we ask which scheme of entitlements and obligations individuals would support given their general dispositions of character, rather than their specific plans of life, yields the conclusion that they would wish to ensure that the option of leaving a job with which they are dissatisfied is effectively available to them. This might justify a scheme in which citizens enjoy a right to income support during a period of publicly funded retraining. 

An objection that will be raised against appealing to the hypothetical choice situation that we have described is that it would not respect the autonomy of all individuals equally to bind everyone by policies that not everyone would support in a hypothetical choice situation.
 Requiring everyone to fund such a policy would seem to show less respect for the autonomy of the minority of individuals who would not want to live under such a policy. In reply, notice that it is not possible to carry out an assessment of the policies each individual in our society would support in a hypothetical choice situation and to then design individualized policies accordingly. Insofar as we want policies to reflect people’s choices about the social arrangements within which they can develop and pursue their plans of life, the best we can do, therefore, is to adopt a statistical approach – an approach that identifies the policies that most people, or that the average person, would prefer. The alternative of abstaining altogether from appealing, in statistical fashion, to the hypothetical choices of individuals would seem to remove us even further from the aim of ensuring that our social arrangements respect the equal autonomy of individuals.

Although more needs to be said in developing the proposal we have put forward, it will be helpful to briefly explain how it complies with the two commitments of liberal egalitarianism we mentioned earlier – namely, that social arrangements are to be justified in a way that abstains from appealing to controversial conceptions of the good life and that social arrangements must hold individuals responsible for their choices in life. Notice, first, that the autonomy-based argument for parental justice we are proposing does not, as some might suspect, implicitly rely on a conception of the good life that upholds parenting as a particularly valuable plan of life. The reason it invokes in order to justify public support for parenting is not that parenting is distinctly valuable but that there is a great likelihood that it will be a plan of life that individuals will wish to pursue. That reason is perfectly neutral between different conceptions of the good life. 
Secondly, the argument complies with the requirement that individuals be held responsible for their choices in life. It is true that our argument supports the conclusion that individuals who choose to become parents may receive subsidies from individuals who chose not to become parents. That may appear to contravene the responsibility principle: it may appear as if it relieves individuals who chose to become parents of costs for which they should be held responsible. The reply is that while our argument does indeed relieve parents of some of the costs of parenting, these are not costs for which they should be held responsible. We assume that all individuals must undertake the tax obligations that fund that set of options for developing and pursuing their plans of life that they would wish to design for themselves. If all individuals would wish to have available the effective option of becoming a parent, then it is not unreasonable, we submit, that those who eventually chose not to take up that effective option (i.e., non-parents) should share in the costs of having had that effective option available to them, and hence that those who do take up that effective option (i.e., parents) should not bear all of those costs. 

Before concluding, we need to address the concern that the autonomy-based argument for parental claims we have proposed indulges in a certain form of circularity. It appears that the conclusion the argument intends to uphold may end up generating its own support, or, in other words, that universally funded public support for parenting may end up making it more likely that individuals will wish to become parents. (Compare: mountain-climbing may well be more widely practiced in a society in which it had received generous public support over a couple of generations.) This is indeed possible, but rather than discrediting the autonomy-based argument, this concern, as we now explain, requires only that the argument be qualified in a manner that still allows it to uphold a conclusion in favour of supporting parents.  

The test the autonomy-based argument places on public support for a given plan of life can avoid the worrisome circularity just described if it insists that the high likelihood that individuals would wish to pursue that plan of life is due to motivations within individuals that are robust with respect to whatever public support the argument aims to justify for that plan of life. It must be the case, in other words, that the source of motivation for a given plan of life be, to an important degree, independent of the context of public support for it. It seems to us that parenting fulfils that condition (whereas mountain-climbing does not). Now, there is indeed evidence to suggest that parenting is pursued less in societies that offer less support for parents and more in societies that provide more support. But we should be careful not to draw the wrong conclusion from that evidence. It does not follow, from the fact that parenting is more widely pursued in a context in which pro-parenting policies are in place, that it is preferred more in that context only because of those policies. Neither should we infer from the fact that parenting is pursued less in the relative absence of pro-parenting policies, that people, in that context, wish to become parents less (as opposed to the fact that they do not become parents only because of the absence of those policies). The evidence, in short, does not discredit the claim that the motivation to become parents is robust.
 

An autonomy-based case for sharing the costs of children, then, could be developed on the grounds that a liberal state’s respect for everyone’s equal autonomy requires that support be provided for those lifeplans which, under certain conditions, people would choose to secure for themselves. What makes some non-integral costs autonomy-restricting, and thus their having to bear them unfair, is the fact that these are costs which under equal conditions people would have chosen not to bear. This autonomy-based answer to the question of parental justice may not be the only possible line that liberal egalitarians could deploy to defend sharing the costs of children, but it is an important one.
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