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Introduction 

“Children”, economist Nancy Folbre notes, are “an expensive crop” (Folbre 2008: 65). 

Raising an average child in the UK till age 21 is estimated to cost parents £231,843, 

more than the average house;1 in the US the average cost of raising a child born in 2015 

to 17 years of age has been calculated to amount to $233,610.2 How expensive children 

are has changed substantially across time and still varies greatly from one society to 

another. What has also changed and varies is how the costs of children are distributed 

between parents and other family members on the one hand and public institutions on 

the other, and across socially salient groups such as women and men. On account of this 

last fact – specifically, because almost everywhere women have borne a 

disproportionate part of the costs of raising children - feminist scholars have been 

pioneers in putting the question “Who pays for the kids?” center stage in various 

academic disciplines. Undoubtedly, the question continues to have significance in part 

because of its connection to persisting concerns about gender justice. But, as this 

chapter highlights, the question of who should pay for the costs of children plays a more 

central role in our understanding of the demands of social justice generally than has 

been appreciated thus far. Political philosophers and theorists of justice in particular 

have reasons to pay close attention to it. 

After clarifying the question and explaining its relevance in section 1, this 

chapter identifies and examines, in sections 2 and 3, the main arguments for the view 

that justice for parents requires that the costs of children should be shared between 

parents and society at large. These arguments appeal to the equality claims of parents 
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and to the fairness obligations of non-parents, respectively. In so doing, the chapter 

considers a number of challenges these arguments face.  

An important cautionary note that must be mentioned at the outset is this: 

although the discussion that follows mostly focuses on the costs of children, it does not 

ignore the fact that having and rearing children involves creating benefits as well. 

These, too, can be distributed differently under different arrangements, a fact that, as 

section 3 makes clear, raises important questions of justice.  

 

1. Which costs, and whose interests, are relevant? 

The question, “Who should pay for the costs of children?”, can be understood in 

different ways, and invites different answers, depending, first, on what the costs of 

children are taken to include, and second, on whose interests are deemed to be salient 

for settling this question. 

 Consider, first, the issue of what the costs of children include. A familiar 

understanding of the costs of children – the one assumed by the calculations mentioned 

above – refers to the financial costs which parents incur in raising children to the point 

at which they are of age or are (likely to be) financially self-sufficient. Under scrutiny, 

this understanding of the costs of children may be at once too narrow and too wide, if 

our focus is on gauging what a just distribution of the costs of children is among 

citizens, and, in particular, between parents and the rest of society (I explain shortly 

why this will be the focus in this chapter). To see this, it is helpful to bear in mind three 

distinctions concerning the costs of children.  

The first is between the costs of care on the one hand (these include the time, 

energy and material resources required to raise children from infants into autonomous 

adults) and the costs of added adult members on the other (these are the costs new 



	   4 

people create as adults, such as, for example, the facts that they contribute to 

overcrowding and pollution and that they make claims on publicly funded services). 

The second distinction, which cuts across the first one, is between costs that are morally 

required (centrally, the costs of meeting the justice-based claims of children, both while 

they are children and as adults) on the one hand, and those that are not (for example, the 

costs of ensuring that one´s child goes to elite schools). Finally, it is helpful to also note 

that when we talk about the costs of children, we could be talking about either “net” or 

“gross” costs, i.e. either about the costs of children once we have taken into account, 

and duly deducted, the benefits of children (which, like the costs of children, can be of 

the various different types); or about the costs independently of the benefits which may 

accrue. 

Once we keep these distinctions in mind, it becomes clear why the 

understanding of the costs of children deployed in standard calculations may be at once 

too narrow and too wide. 

 It may be too narrow because, as feminists have been keen to emphasize, the 

costs of raising children include more financial and non-financial costs than just the 

income spent on children. They include, crucially, the opportunity costs of forgone paid 

labor of those, typically women, who care for children while they are infants, and, 

consequently, lower pensions prospects, loss of autonomy, and greater economic 

dependence (Folbre 1994a, 2008; Gornick & Meyers 2004). That understanding may, 

furthermore, be too narrow because raising children involves costs beyond those 

currently borne by parents alone, and also because the costs of children go beyond the 

costs involved in raising them: when people have children, they add persons to the 

ranks of fellow citizens, or our fellow human beings, who will have claims on us 

throughout their lives. This last point, especially with regard to the environmental costs 
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of having children, is salient for those who voice worries about overpopulation (Kates 

2004; Conly 2016). 

But the understanding of the costs of children reflected in the standard 

measurements mentioned earlier may also be in important respects over-inclusive, both 

because they may include some non-morally required costs (some of the costs of 

sending children to private higher education institutions, included in the UK 

calculations, amounting to £17,815 a year between the ages of 18 and 21, may be a case 

in point), and because they represent only gross costs where arguably we should also 

take into account some of the benefits that having and rearing children produces, which 

can and do accrue to parents and society at large in varying amounts. If our concern is 

with the just distribution of the costs of children among parents and citizens at large - as 

opposed to, say, the intra-family distribution of costs between parents of different 

genders - it seems justified to presume that the non-morally required costs of children 

are ones which reflect parents’ particular values and which society does not have an 

obligation to share with them. Moreover, in order to know where the morally-required 

costs of children should justly fall, it may be relevant that parents do or could gain some 

non-monetary benefits, in terms of life-fulfillment or welfare-satisfaction or support in 

old age, and/or that fellow citizens benefit by the constant renewal of the work-force 

and tax paying population that relies on people´s having and rearing children. Whether 

or not these judgments are ultimately defensible (this will depend, as will be discussed 

in sections 2 and 3, on the principles of justice we defend and deploy), bearing in mind 

that “the costs of children” include importantly different types of costs is essential for 

formulating clear questions and answers concerning their distribution. 

 The question, “Who should pay for the costs of children?”, can also be 

understood - and answered  - differently, secondly, depending on whose interests are 
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taken as relevant for settling it. Having and rearing children creates costs and benefits 

for those who have and rear them (standardly, the children´s procreators, who are also, 

standardly, their parents), for the children themselves (we could think that their coming 

into existence is a benefit or a harm to them; and certainly we think that once children 

exist, how they are reared crucially affects their interests), and for third parties (there 

are various salient categories of third parties, which include: other contemporary 

parents, contemporary non-parents, future fellow-citizens; contemporary and future 

non-citizens). The question of how the costs of children should be distributed can take a 

different focus, and have a narrower or wider scope, depending on whose interests are 

taken as salient.  

For example, as mentioned earlier, many existing discussions of the costs of 

children, such as those that have been moved by a concern with gender justice, have 

focused on the distribution of the costs of children between those children´s parents, i.e. 

the father and mother of children in heterosexual families (Folbre 1994a; Okin 1989). 

Other treatments of who should bear the costs of children take the interests of children 

themselves as decisive for settling that question: we could think, for example, that 

considerations of justice to children tell in favor of socializing the costs of children, 

ensuring that non-parents as well as parents share those costs, because we have reasons 

to believe that this is necessary to meet all children´s basic needs and entitlements to 

fair equality of opportunity (Esping-Andersen 2009; Putnam 2015).  

Once we acknowledge that, besides parents and the children themselves, third 

parties are also substantially affected by people´s having and rearing children, the 

question of how the costs of children should be distributed acquires a wider scope. In 

particular, considerations of intergenerational and of global justice, as well as of gender 

and childhood justice, become important for settling the question of how the costs of 
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children should be distributed. For example, given that the number of children people 

have affects the size of the next generation and, indirectly, of more distant generations, 

and given that the size of each generation is a very important determinant of the claims 

of justice that members of that generation will be able to make on each other and on 

members of earlier and later generations, the procreative choices of the earlier 

generation should arguably be constrained by principles of justice (Ackerman 1980; 

Rakowski 1993; Steiner and Vallentyne 2009). Moreover, given that any plausible 

theory of justice accords some weight to the interests of those beyond the borders of our 

domestic societies, and since non-citizens, too, can and do incur some of the costs of 

our having and rearing children, we must determine what global justice – including, 

importantly, climate justice in a global context – demands vis-à-vis our having and 

rearing children. It may be argued, for example, that given the very elevated carbon 

footprint of each new child born in an advanced industrial society and the background 

context of unjust global inequalities, citizens of globally rich countries are unjustified in 

supporting fellow citizens who are parents by socializing the costs of children, perhaps 

especially when they do so while excluding immigrants (Casal 1999, Meijers 2016), and 

that they should bear a very large proportion of the burden of having to reduce global 

population size by having fewer children (Overall 2012; Conly 2015).  

The question of how the costs of children should be distributed, then, can refer 

to different things. Tackling the widest version of it, such that the interests of all the 

parties who are affected by people´s having and rearing children, and so that all the 

relevant costs of children, are duly paid attention to, requires us to take into account 

considerations of gender justice, justice for children, intergenerational and global 

justice. However, the rest of this chapter will focus on examining a narrower version of 

the question at hand, the question of “parental justice” (Olsaretti 2013), which focuses 
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on the distribution of the morally required costs of children (both of care and of added 

members) between parents and a subset of third parties, namely, non-parents.3 

Specifically, the question of parental justice asks what justice has to say with regard to 

whether parents, by dint of choosing to have and rear children, 4 should or may bear 

some or all of the costs of children themselves, or wheher non-parents should or may be 

required to share these costs with parents. Addressing the question of parental justice is 

necessary for formulating a complete theory of justice (see Olsaretti 2017) as well as of 

importance when tackling the question of gender justice (Olsaretti 2013). 

 Arguments for the claim that all members of society, both non-parents as well as 

parents, should share the costs of children (henceforth, pro-sharing arguments) can be 

grouped into two main families, in line with whether they appeal to, first, parents´ 

claims to distributive equality; and, second, non-parents´ obligations of fair play, 

incurred as a result of their benefiting from parents´ having and rearing children. The 

next two sections examine these two families of arguments in turn. 

 

2. The case for sharing the costs of children (i): Equality  

Consider, first, the possibility that the demands of equality for parents ground the pro-

sharing case. Philosophical discussions over the last fifty years have revealed that the 

demands of egalitarian justice can be interpreted very differently, depending, among 

other things, and crucially for our purposes here, on which aspect of people´s situation 

is argued to be relevant for assessing their relative claims – or, in other words, on what 

is the so-called “currency of egalitarian justice” (Cohen 1989). Accordingly, different 

versions of the egalitarian pro-sharing case can be formulated, appealing to equality of 

welfare, equality of basic capabilities and equal autonomy. 
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 Equality of welfare at first seems like an obvious candidate for grounding a case 

for sharing the costs of children. As an outcome view – requiring, that is, that people be 

equally well-off in terms of the extent to which their preferences are satisfied, or in 

terms of how happy they are – it would recommend that the costs of children be shared 

if doing so were needed to ensure that the welfare of adults who do or would like to 

have and raise children is on a par with that of others with different preferences. This 

argument would only offer support for parents contingently, depending on whether it is 

in fact true that, overall, their welfare would be worse than the welfare of others if the 

costs of children were not socialized. This point may not worry defenders of the pro-

sharing view, in that it seems likely that an overworked, stretched parent is an unhappy 

person. Indeed, existing empirical studies on parents´ self-reported welfare levels 

suggest that parents are generally less happy than non-parents, and also that this 

happiness gap decreases when good child care provision and parental leave policies are 

in place (Pollmann-Schult 2009; Glass, Simon and Anderson 2016). So, compensation 

for them may seem warranted. 

 There are, however, two key problems for the welfarist argument. First, there are 

competing ways of understanding what welfare is, and different people care differently 

about welfare on any given understanding of it. Someone may value hedonic 

contentment, while someone else judges that his life goes well to the extent that her 

preferences are satisfied, even if their being satisfied leaves her feeling depressed. 

Selecting any one of these understandings of welfare as the measure of people´s claims 

seems to unjustifiably privilege some people’s view of what makes life go best over 

those of others (Dworkin 2000). To see this, note that some empirical studies can be 

read as reporting parents as being less hedonically happy than non-parents but as having 

a greater sense of fulfillment or purpose than non-parents (for a survey of these studies, 
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see Nelson et al., 2014). If parents were to assert that non-parents must share the costs 

of children so as to offset parents ´hedonic welfare deficit – by giving them 

opportunities to be less overworked and tired, say – non-parents could complain that 

parents fare better than non-parents in terms of how fulfilled they feel. If we take the 

latter aspect of welfare as relevant, parents no longer seem to have a valid claim. 

Secondly, the outcome welfarist view fails to take due account of the role of 

personal responsibility in determining our justice claims, and requires us to equalize 

how well off people are regardless of whether they experience a welfare loss as a result 

of factors beyond their control or as a result of their own choices. But it seems unfair, 

according to this responsibility challenge, to ask us to compensate other people´s 

welfare deficits which result from their deliberate choices (Dworkin 2000). At best, if 

welfare matters, only unchosen welfare inequalities should be compensated for in the 

name of justice (Cohen 1989). Since we assume that many or most parents in a just 

society freely choose to have children in the sense appropriate for holding them 

responsible for some outcomes of their choices, the welfarist case for sharing the costs 

of children seems implausible. 

 The equality of basic capabilities view might ground parents´ claims even in the 

face of this challenge, in that it holds that there are certain aspects of individual well-

being which everyone should have the real freedom to do well by, regardless of whether 

faring well or badly by them reflects ambitions we have or choices we have made. For 

example, everyone should have the real opportunity to be well-nourished and that of 

being able to engage in recreational activities, independently of whether engaging in 

recreational activities is something that one chooses to do, and regardless of whether 

one is in danger of being poorly nourished because one has squandered one’s salary. 

There has been considerable debate on the capabilities approach since Amartya Sen and 
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Martha Nussbaum first proposed it as a standard for interpersonal comparison that 

allegedly avoids the pitfalls of both welfarist standards and of resourcist measures, 

especially those focusing on people´s possession of easily measurable economic 

resources like income and wealth (Sen 1992; Nussbaum & Sen 1993). This is not the 

place to offer a general overview of the capabilities approach and its merits, but two 

brief remarks about it are helpful in order to see how a pro-sharing argument that 

adopted capabilities as the currency of egalitarian justice could proceed. 

First, on the view in question, an objective standard of well-being is used to 

identify the relevant functionings, i.e. the valuable states of doing and being, such as 

being healthy or being well-nourished, which are relevant for an assessment of people´s 

claims. Second, people are thought to have claims to the real or effective freedom (or 

the capability) to achieve only a subset of the valuable functionings, those which are of 

central importance to a good life, or without which a life of dignity is compromised 

(Nussbaum 2006). Starting from these premises, a capabilities-based pro-sharing 

argument could proceed in one or both of two ways: it could offer a defense of the claim 

that having and raising children is one of the central capabilities, or it could show that 

being able to have and raise children helps realize, or is involved in realizing, many of 

the (other) central human capabilities. Existing accounts of capabilities, for example 

Nussbaum´s, lend themselves to the latter strategy: reproductive freedom is seen as part 

of the capability of “bodily integrity” (Nussbaum 2000: 78), which then protects the 

choice of having (as well as not having) children. Raising children, together with caring 

for dependents generally, could be seen as captured by the capability of “affiliation”, 

which refers to, among other things, “[b]eing able to live with and toward others, to 

recognize and show concern for other human beings, to engage in various forms of 
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social interaction” (Nussbaum 2000: 79; see 168-9 on her reason to not conceive of 

“care” as an extra capability).  

Alternatively, or additionally, a pro-sharing view could draw on recent 

arguments for the distinctive value of the parent-child relationship (Macleod 2002; 

Austin 2004; Brighouse and Swift 2014) in order to show that raising (and, on some 

versions of this view, having as well as raising) children is a capability in its own right. 

This line of argument would draw on the claims that the parent-child relationship is a 

unique and irreplaceable source of well-being, being a relationship in which an adult 

and a dependent child enjoy the good of familial intimacy (Brighouse and Swift 2014) 

and in which parents can obtain creative self-extension by parenting (Macleod 2002). 

 The capability-based answer to the question of parental justice warrants more 

attention than it has received thus far. However, like all capabilities-based claims, it 

faces a challenge from neutrality. In a nutshell, this holds that in matters of political 

morality, that is, when settling questions about what coercive social, political and 

economic institutions may and should do in the name of justice, we are barred from 

appealing to controversial comprehensive convictions, i.e. convictions about the good 

which reasonable persons could disagree with (see Rawls 1993). Claims about objective 

well-being of the kind invoked by the capability argument, such as the claim that the 

parent-child relationship is uniquely valuable, and the apparently less controversial 

claim that being able to live with other human beings and caring for them is essential to 

a good life, seem to be ones which some reasonable people could reject and which we 

should therefore abstain from invoking in the context of formulating principles for 

regulating our shared institutions. If we accept the constraints of neutrality, it looks as 

though we have to find some other way of grounding the egalitarian pro-sharing case 

(Casal & Williams 2008; Taylor 2009). 



	   13 

In view of the neutrality challenge, defenders of the pro-sharing view can appeal 

to the autonomy, rather than well-being, of parents, where autonomy is understood, 

thinly, as the capacity to form, act on, and revise, one´s own view of the good. A 

version of this argument begins with the observation that the parenting role is extremely 

demanding in terms of autonomy: adults who take it up are expected to provide 

continuity of care for nearly two decades, without the option of revising their 

commitment, in order to bring up their children to become well-functioning adults. 

Moreover, the argument continues, these expectations are enforced by coercive 

institutions, since the state only grants parental rights to those adults who comply with 

these expectations (Alstott 2004). 

These observations, however, are not enough to ground a case on parents´ 

behalf: what also needs showing is either that the expectations which parents are held to 

are not morally necessary, or that the costs that attach to fulfilling them are unfair. 

Consider, first, the possibility that the expectation to which parents are held, namely, 

that of providing continuity of care, is not morally necessary, that is, it does not reflect 

moral obligations which parents owe their children. Perhaps all of a child´s interests 

could be (sufficiently or comparably) satisfied in the context of more flexible child-

rearing arrangements in which parents do not commit to care for the child for eighteen 

or more years. If society were to structure the parenting role so that it places great 

demands on the parents’ autonomy without this being actually owed to children, parents 

might be able to complain that they are being expected to put up with an unjustified loss 

in their autonomy. Alternatively, or additionally, parents may claim that non-parents 

should share the costs of their children because, while they do owe their children the 

long continuity of care they are expected to give them, the costs of providing that care 
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are unjustifiably high, in terms of the impact it has on their capacity to pursue other 

valuable and valued projects. (Bou-Habib & Olsaretti, 2013.) 

 The latter line of argument seems more promising than the former, since 

continuity of care does seem to be owed to children, and, in the context in which adults 

can choose freely whether to have children and have adequate opportunity to avoid 

incurring parental obligations, it is not clear that their autonomy is hindered in any way 

by being held to fulfilling those obligations. By contrast, it is undeniable that a system 

in which the costs of children for parents are shared by non-parents  – a system in which 

having a child does not mean forgoing as much of one´s income, say, because there are 

publicly funded institutions that cater well for all of one’s children´s educational and 

health needs – is one in which parents enjoy greater autonomy than otherwise (Casal & 

Williams 2008). Showing this, however, does not suffice to ground the pro-sharing 

conclusion. For that conclusion to be warranted, what needs to be true is not only that 

socializing the costs of children allows parents more autonomy than they, i.e. the 

parents, could otherwise have: it must also be shown that socializing the costs of 

children redresses what would be an unfair inequality in autonomy between parents and 

non-parents. So the question arises: would equal respect for people´s autonomy require 

securing the option of “subsidized” parenting? 

 A recent argument for this conclusion appeals to the fact that, under fair 

background conditions, people would purchase an “insurance plan” to ensure that they 

are able to parent adequately if at some point they choose to become parents and their 

income-earning capacity is too low for them to parent adequately (Bou-Habib 2012). 

This hypothetical insurance argument draws on Ronald Dworkin´s theory of equality of 

resources, which is grounded in a commitment to respect “the responsibility and right of 

each person to decide for himself how to make something valuable of his life” 
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(Dworkin 2011: 2), and can be interpreted as identifying what respect of equal 

autonomy requires (Bou-Habib and Olsaretti 2016). The main idea is that people who 

face an equal risk of lacking the income-earning capacity they need to raise children 

adequately would agree to an insurance plan that gave them support in case they lack 

that capacity, and that requires them to pay tax in order to support others in case they 

turn out to have more than sufficient income-earning capacity. This is because many 

people either would like to have children, or are open to the possibility of having them 

at some point if circumstances are right, and because they know that being able to 

pursue this life plan, should they come to have it, would be of great importance to them. 

The kind of insurance plan people would choose to buy under fair background 

conditions, on this view, sets the parental subsidies that people would be entitled to 

receive, and the tax they would be required to pay to fund those subsidies. 

 The hypothetical insurance case for sharing the costs of children has the 

advantage of meeting the neutrality challenge (it gives people the package of 

entitlements they would choose for themselves) and the responsibility challenge (people 

would only have the subsidies they would be prepared to pay for, as a way of offsetting 

inequalities that are due to unequal brute luck, i.e. the brute luck of having greater or 

lesser income earning potential). However, as several commentators on Dworkin´s view 

have remarked (see, for example, Macleod 1998; Cohen 2004), the fact that this view 

makes people´s entitlements depend on people´s choices of what kind of insurance they 

would be prepared to buy means that those entitlements will reflect factors that seem 

morally irrelevant. In the case at hand, if a society were composed of a majority of 

adults who chose to stay childless, preferring to spend their income on consumption 

goods, it is likely that the hypothetical insurance model would offer no support for 

parents. Yet it may seem unfair that those who do have children in this society would 
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have to internalize all the costs of children themselves, especially once we take into 

account that “[p]arents who raise happy, healthy, and successful children create an 

especially important public good…. Employers profit from access to productive 

workers. The elderly benefit from Social Security taxes paid by the younger 

generation….Fellow citizens gain from having productive and law-abiding neighbors” 

(Folbre 2001: 50). According to the pro-sharing arguments we now turn to, everyone, 

non-parents included, have obligations of fairness to contribute to the costs of children 

if they benefit as a result of parents´ having and raising them. 

 

3. The case for sharing the costs of children (ii): Fairness  

The fairness-based case for sharing the costs of children has, as its first, normative, 

premise, a commonly shared intuition, namely, that freeriding on others is unfair. More 

precisely, the intuition is expressed by the so-called principle of fair play, which holds 

that when some people engage in a cost-incurring, benefits-producing cooperative 

scheme, those who benefit have an obligation to do their fair share in bearing the costs 

needed to produce the benefits (Hart 1955; Rawls 1971). The second, factual, premise 

of the fairness-based argument, which feminist scholars have done much to buttress, is 

that reproductive work is socially valuable - indeed, socially necessary - work (Folbre 

2008; Bubeck 1995). Together, it seems, these two premises support the conclusion that 

the fact that the work done by parents is unpaid, is unfair to parents. The latter are owed 

support for the costs of children by all fellow citizens, given that we all benefit from our 

society´s regenerating itself and continuing across time. Without new children and 

without new children´s being raised into well-functioning adults, it would not be 

possible to maintain a healthy economy and our shared social and political institutions 

and publicly provided services. Children are thus positive externalities (i.e. benefits 
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which flow from, but are external to, people´s decision to have and rear kids) or public 

goods (i.e., non-excludable, non-avoidable, non-rival benefits), which everyone has an 

obligation to help support. 

 The fairness-based pro-sharing case is often invoked in public debates on 

sharing the costs of children and has often been adopted by social scientists (Folbre 

1994b, 2001; George 1986, 1993; Esping-Andersen 2009). It has also received some 

endorsement in philosophical debates about who should pay for children (Alstott 2004; 

Anderson 1999), although in this context it has also been heavily criticized (Rakowski 

1993; Casal and Williams 1995, 2004; Casal 1999). Like the equal autonomy argument, 

the fairness-based argument seems well-equipped to meet both the responsibility and 

the neutrality challenges. When children are net positive externalities, as the fairness-

based argument´s factual premise affirms, the grounds for holding parents responsible 

seem lacking (Casal & Williams 1995, 2004; Olsaretti 2017). The fairness-based case 

also seems to meet the neutrality challenge, since the argument need not rely on 

controversial claims about the good. Instead, it can rest on the claim that parents´ work 

is necessary for creating some central benefits everyone has reason to want. 

 Nonetheless, some philosophers have raised further challenges to the fairness-

based argument . In particular, they have put pressure on both its normative and factual 

premises, arguing that, on a plausible version of the former, the pro-sharing case 

flounders since the requisite empirical premise will not hold true. The thrust of this 

argument is that an unqualified principle of fairness, which holds people who benefit 

from others´ cost-incurring activities under an obligation to contribute, regardless of 

why those others incurred those costs, is indefensible (Casal 1999; Casal and Williams 

2004). For one thing, it would justify holding us hostage to too wide a range of 

obligations; for another, it mistakenly seems to conceive of obligations of fairness as 
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analogous to obligations to respect people´s producer entitlements (i.e. entitlements to 

gain rewards from productive activity). A duly qualified principle of fairness holds that 

obligations of fairness are incurred if one receives benefits as a result of others´ 

intentional partaking in a cooperative, benefits-creating activity, not if one receives 

benefits which are a “pleasant surprise” of the activities which others carry out without 

regard for the benefits they are producing for others (Casal 1999). Since parents have 

and rear children in order to realize their own life plans and so as to do what is good for 

their children, not in order to benefit others, to internalize those benefits (as a non-

parent whose pension is paid by others´ children does) without sharing the costs of 

children is not to unfairly free-ride on parents. So, on a defensible version of the 

normative premise of the fairness-based argument, the pro-sharing conclusion does not 

follow, because the requisite empirical premise (that parents´ having and rearing 

children constitutes intentional partaking in a cooperative benefits producing scheme) is 

false (Casal 1999; Casal and Williams 2004).   

 There are two possible ways of defending the fairness-based casein response to 

this challenge. 

The first accepts the stated version of the principle of fairness just mentioned, 

but claims that, once some morally salient facts are taken into account about the 

institutional context in which parents typically act, parents´ activities do, in fact, 

constitute intentional partaking in a cooperative benefits-producing scheme. The 

overlooked facts are that any shared social and economic institutions that provide 

publicly funded services deliberately aim at socializing the benefits which people´s 

having and rearing children creates; these institutions thus constitute the relevant 

cooperative, benefits-producing scheme in which parents intentionally partake when 

they have and rear children whose future tax contributions will be shared among 
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everyone, not just among parents. Children are in this sense best seen as deliberately 

socialized goods, rather than public goods, and seeing this helps ground the fairness-

based case (see Olsaretti 2013).  

A second way of defending the fairness-based case proceeds by arguing that an 

alternative interpretation of the principle of fairness supports the pro-sharing 

conclusion. On that interpretation, we incur obligations of fairness when we benefit 

from other people´s incurring costs in producing a good there is a moral duty to 

produce, or at least an unconditional good (Casal 1999), i.e. a good whose goodness 

does not depend on people´s valuing it. By having and rearing children, people may be 

producing a good of one or both of these kinds, if it is true, for example, that there is a 

duty to be “fruitful and multiply” (Arneson 2014), to contribute to non-extinction for 

the sake of avoiding suffering to the last generation(s) (Gheaus 2016), or that the 

continuation of society and humanity is essential to the very possibility of having 

valuable projects (Scheffler 2013). 

As can be expected, some of the objections these two alternative versions of the 

fairness-based pro-sharing case face are different. The socialized goods argument may 

be thought deficient in that it only focuses on some of the goods that parents produce by 

having and rearing children (i.e. the economic benefits which are deliberately 

redistributed to everyone by our public institutions), and relatedly, it only provides a 

conditional case for sharing the costs of children (only if and to the extent that the 

benefits of children are socialized do those who receive those benefits have an 

obligation to share the costs of children). The moral duty/unconditional goods 

argument, by contrast, meets with the objection that its normative premise is 

controversial, and may be in tension with the neutrality constraint mentioned earlier. 
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Whether or not these objections can be answered, the fairness-based case for sharing the 

costs of children merits further attention. 

 

Conclusion  

There are several questions about the just distribution of the costs of children which this 

chapter has not tackled, and by way of conclusion, one in particular is worth 

mentioning, due to its pressing practical urgency and philosophical complexity. This is 

how concerns about overpopulation at the global level affect the applicability and force 

of arguments for the claims of parental justice in the context of liberal democratic 

societies with a very high life-expectancy, a declining birth-rate, and an ageing 

population.How we answer this question will depend, among other things, on our theory 

of global justice, including our view on how responsibilities for offsetting climate 

change should be distributed; on our account of the state´s right to exclude; and our 

view about the nature and weight of people´s procreative and parenting rights. 

Currently, some scholars advance arguments in favor of sharing the costs of 

children in the context of developed economies with a declining birth-rate that can be 

criticized for not looking beyond that context (Longman 2004). At the same time, others 

arguably make the opposite mistake of moving all too quickly from concerns about 

overpopulation and climate change to the conclusion that having children is a harmful 

activity (Young 2001; Broome 2012; MacIver 2015; Conly 2015). 

Discussions of the just distribution of the costs of children should steer away 

from both these tendencies when addressing the thorny questions that arise from 

acknowledging, on the one hand, concerns about population pressure, as well as, on the 

other, that parents contribute socially necessary labor whose costs need to be distributed 

fairly.  
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