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I. Motivation for, and general outline of, the book 

 

The family as the main site of social reproduction is mostly ignored by theorists of justice, 

who formulate principles for regulating societies made up of individuals whose creation, care 

and numbers are taken as given (see, for example, Rawls 1971; Nozick 1974; Sen 1992; 

Dworkin 2000). Yet important questions of justice undeniably arise once we acknowledge and 

keep in view that the existence and maintenance of society (including a just society) depend 

on people´s having and raising new persons and that creating and raising new persons creates 

substantial benefits and costs for all parties involved, i.e. those who engage in these activities 

(mainly, procreative parents), the newcomers (both while they are children, and across their 

lifetimes), and society at large. As one feminist economist puts it: “children are an expensive 

crop” (Folbre 2008: 65). 

Taking these two observations as starting points, this book addresses what I call the 

question of parental justice: How does liberal egalitarian justice require that the costs and 

benefits of having and rearing children be distributed between parents and the rest of society? 

Answering this question is clearly of great practical significance. Many of society´s 

institutions distribute the costs and benefits of children across different parties in different 

ways, and we need to evaluate these institutions partly in light of how fairly they distribute 
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these costs and benefits. We need to ascertain, for example, whether a society in which the 

economic costs of children are shared through child-tax and universal publicly funded high 

quality funded education is more or less just than one which secures fewer guaranteed public 

benefits for children and asks parents to bear more costs as a result of having children; or 

whether a society whose growing population reduces the per capita share of natural resources 

and public goods of future generations is more or less just than one with a population policy 

aimed at controlling fertility. To form judgements about these issues, we need an answer to 

the question this book addresses, the question of parental justice. 

In addressing the question of parental justice, the book has three main objectives. First, 

it aims to show that the question at hand is of crucial importance for political philosophers 

and for theorists of justice in particular; second, it aims to argue that the answers to the 

question of parental justice that can be extrapolated from the main contemporary theories of 

justice are largely unsatisfactory; finally, drawing on lessons that emerge from the critical 

examination of these existing approaches to parental justice, the book sets out to develop a 

distinctive liberal egalitarian account of how the costs and benefits of children should be 

distributed, which recognizes the central role of social reproduction for the maintenance of the 

just society. 

Before saying a bit more about each of these three objectives and how the book 

proposes to pursue them, it is helpful to note at the outset how this project relates to work 

carried out by feminist scholars on justice and the family, since they have done much to bring 

to view how neglect of the gendered division of labour within the family has contributed to 

injustice to women. I must therefore clarify how the question of parental justice differs from, 

and relates to, the question of gender justice that has preoccupied feminists.  

Feminist theorists have already taken issue with the fact that moral and political 

philosophers almost invariably focus their attention on societies constituted by fully formed 
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adult individuals. They have emphasised that, in order to become the adults who inhabit just 

societies, individuals, as infants and children, require prolonged and demanding care whose 

crucial value is overlooked by theorists of justice (Kittay 1999; Young 1990; Morse 2001; 

Bubeck 1995; Held 2006; Noddings 2002; Tronto 1994; see also Engster 2007; Lynch, Baker 

& Lyons 2009). Moreover, that care is dispensed within families whose inner workings are 

very much in need of being regulated by justice, instead of being relegated to a domain 

outside of justice as putatively “private” associations (Okin 1989; Nussbaum 1999; Hampton 

1993; Arneson 1997; Shanley 2009). Feminist theorists have thus done much to put the 

question “who should pay for the kids?” centre-stage, and made a strong case for the injustice 

of socio-economic arrangements that make those costs fall disproportionately on women 

(Folbre 1994; 2001; Fineman 2005).  

This book, too, takes to task theorists of justice for having neglected the role the family 

plays in the just society for the care of children (Archard 2010; Brighouse and Swift 2006). 

However, the main reason why this book finds this neglect to be problematic is that it assumes 

that citizens’ obligations and claims of justice do not vary in line with whether they are 

responsible for the creation and raising of new persons. So, this book’s focus is on the claims 

and obligations which parents have, towards the rest of society, by dint of having and rearing 

children, and not insofar as they are women or men, or insofar as they are mothers as opposed 

to fathers. To illustrate with a simplified example: a society in which there were an equal split 

of unpaid domestic and paid nondomestic labour between men and women (Okin 1989), but 

in which the labour market and public institutions were so structured that parents would have 

to pay in full for their children´s childcare and medical needs, had limited access to non-

family-friendly employment, and had to regularly work extra time in order to make ends 

meet, may achieve or approach gender justice but it might be very far from achieving parental 

justice. 
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In other words, while this book shares some of the concerns that animate the work of 

feminists mentioned above, it is premised on the assumption, which it seeks to vindicate, that 

these concerns are not fully reducible to worries about the unequal distribution of the costs of 

children between men and women, but are concerns also about the need for theories of justice 

to properly acknowledge the fact that social reproduction is integral to society as a scheme of 

social cooperation which principles of justice are there to regulate. In slogan form, the main 

claim advanced in this book that is distinctive from the concerns about the family raised by 

feminist scholarship is that we need justice not only within the family, but justice for the 

family as well. 

Despite the difference in focus between this book and the feminist critique of the 

“institutionalisation of sex differences” (Okin 1989: 6), the conclusions elaborated here are 

intended to supplement and strengthen the feminist case for justice for women. As one of this 

book´s chapters (chapter 4) aims to show, concerns about parental justice are intermingled 

with worries about gender justice; and indeed, the commitment of feminists to socialising the 

costs of children presupposes a certain stance on the question of parental justice. Moreover, as 

I note later, by exposing how theories of justice presuppose certain answers to the question of 

parental justice, and diagnosing where exactly they go wrong in providing the wrong answer, 

this book deepens, and casts new light on, feminists´ discontent with mainstream theories of 

justice. So, while not ostensibly focused on questions of gender justice, the project of the 

book both shares some animating preoccupations with feminists’ analysis of the family as the 

“lynchpin” of injustice towards women (Okin 1989) and contributes to deepening that 

analysis. 

With these remarks in mind, let me now return to the three main objectives of this book.  

Consider, first, the aim of showing that the question of parental justice is of crucial 

importance for political philosophers and for theorists of justice in particular. This book 
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purports to show that theories of justice are importantly incomplete unless they provide an 

answer to the question of parental justice. This is so whether we uphold an “associational” 

view of distributive justice, according to which justice regulates society as a scheme of 

cooperation; or whether, by contrast, we think of distributive justice in non-associational 

terms – a perspective that sees society as a “giant gift-machine” (Van Parijs 2013:102) that 

allocates all (important) benefits and burdens among individuals, regardless of whether those 

individuals are parties of an on-going cooperative scheme.  

To see why addressing the question of parental justice is crucial for completing an 

associational theory of distributive justice, we can begin by noting John Rawls´ suggestive 

remark that “[t]he problem of distributive justice (…) is always this: how are the institutions 

of the basic structure to be regulated (…) so that a fair, efficient, and productive system of 

social cooperation can be maintained over time, from one generation to the next?” (Rawls 

2001: 50). Since social reproduction, or a society´s renewal through the addition of new 

generations, is necessary in order to maintain a system of cooperation over time, working out 

the details of a fair and efficient system of social cooperation over time involves identifying 

how our main social and political institutions should distribute the costs and benefits of social 

reproduction. Rawls’ remark thus makes apparent the need for addressing the question of the 

fair distribution of the costs and benefits of children (although he does not himself take up this 

task). Once we keep in view that procreation and parenthood are necessary for the 

maintenance of a society over time, from one generation to the next, it becomes clear that the 

question of parental justice is a question that is integral to the problem of distributive justice. 

Addressing the question of parental justice is also an essential part of  non-associational 

views of distributive justice. How expensive children are has changed substantially across 

time and still varies greatly from one society to another, but as is now often remarked, the 

costs of children are substantial. In 2016 raising an average child in the UK till age 21 was 
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estimated to cost parents £231,843, which is more than the average price of a house; 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. Although hefty, these costs are, in one respect, an underestimate, as they 

do not reflect the additional costs that children generate for society (Folbre 2008). The 

benefits of children, by contrast, at least the monetarily quantifiable ones are largely 

socialized (but see Rakowski 1993 for the claim that parents and family members reap most 

of the - non-monetary- benefits of children); these socialized benefits are large, too, as the 

reproduction of law-abiding citizens, and the expansion of the tax base help to maintain the 

continuing functioning of the economy and of public services (Folbre 2008). If we think of 

distributive justice as “justice in the distribution of burdens and benefits” (Cohen 2008), then 

a theory of justice that does not tell us how these substantial costs and benefits should be 

distributed is importantly incomplete. Moreover, once we bear in mind that the “burdens of 

children” include, not only the costs of raising them, but also the lifetime costs that they 

impose on others, including the cost of providing them with what they are owed as a matter of 

justice as adults (just like the “benefits of children” include the benefits they will provide once 

they are adult contributors to the economy and the tax system), then it emerges that, without 

an answer to the question of parental justice, non-associational theories of justice are also 

incomplete in an equally fundamental way This is because, without such an answer, these 

theories are unable to tell us who should pay for anyone’s  fair shares of resources. The 

answer to the question of parental justice thus lies at the core of the question of distributive 

justice even on this non-associational view of justice. The book will unfold these and related 

claims, bringing to view how several parts of our theories of justice, including claims about 

what constitutes persons´ fair shares, and what obligations we hold contemporaries to have 

towards future generations – presuppose an answer to the question of parental justice.  
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While theorists of justice have neglected to address the question of parental justice, they 

have, so I suggest, implicitly made assumptions about how the costs and benefits of children 

should be distributed. Critically examining these assumptions, both by locating them vis-à-vis 

other assumptions and claims made by theorists of justice, and by evaluating their plausibility 

by reference to independently defensible normative principles, is the second main objective of 

the book. The main contemporary liberal egalitarian theories of justice – these include luck 

egalitarian theories (some of which are left libertarian), Ronald Dworkin´s theory of equality 

of resources (2000) and John Rawls´ liberal egalitarianism (1971; 2001) – will be closely 

scrutinised through the lens of the question of parental justice. The underlying dialectic of this 

critical discussion will proceed as follows.  

On the one hand, with a few exceptions to be discussed, most liberal egalitarian 

theorists of justice assume, without realising it, a particular answer to the question of parental 

justice. That is, they assume that the costs of having and rearing children should be socialised 

(that is, shared among parents and non-parents). We could call this pro-socialisation view the 

“standard” view of parental justice. Theorists of justice generally assume the standard view 

insofar as they hold that parents and non-parents are not liable to differential tax 

contributions; instead, some provisions for parents and children should be publicly funded, 

and the costs of adding members to society via procreation should be shared equally between 

parents and non-parents. (On this score most theories of justice are very much aligned with 

the practice of actual socio-economic institutions in existing welfare states, which, despite 

some variations in how they distribute the costs of having and raising children, all socialise 

the costs of care to some extent.) On the other hand, two important commitments of liberal 

egalitarianism seem to militate against the standard view. These are the commitment to 

responsibility and to neutrality; all liberal egalitarian views assume at least one of these 

commitments, and most assume both. The general guiding question in critically examining 
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liberal egalitarian views from the perspective of the question of parental justice, then, is this: 

can liberal egalitarians offer an answer to how the costs and benefits of children should be 

distributed which is both plausible and consistent with respecting the importance of holding 

people responsible for their choices or ambitions, and/or with the need to formulate principles 

of justice which abstain from appealing to conceptions of the good life which reasonable 

citizens could disagree with?  

Consider, first, the commitment to make the claims of justice which individuals have 

depend on how they exercise personal responsibility. In different ways, this commitment 

guides Dworkin’s theory of equality (Dworkin 2000; 2011) and so-called luck egalitarian 

theories (Arneson 1989; Cohen 1987; Temkin 1995), including some left-libertarian ones 

(Steiner 1994; Vallentyne 2002a). All these “responsibility-sensitive” liberal egalitarian 

theories agree that not all inequalities are unjust. Rather, they hold that justice condemns only 

inequalities that are traceable to unequal brute luck – i.e. to events outside of people’s control, 

such as an unexpected illness, which people could not have foreseen and/or could not have 

avoided. They all endorse the position that justice tolerates, or even requires, inequalities 

resulting from people’s different choices, such as their different choices about how they 

balance work against leisure, and different choices about how they expose themselves to risk. 

In a context in which parents have and raise children as a matter of choice, responsibility-

sensitive theories of justice, it seems, would conclude that these parents should be held 

responsible for the consequences of their choices, and that they should be required to bear the 

costs of having and raising children. 

The standard view also seems to be in potential tension with the ideal of liberal 

neutrality (Casal and Williams 2004; 2008). According to this ideal, the principles of justice 

which regulate our coercive institutions should not appeal to a conception of the good life 

which reasonable citizens could reject, or which favour any one such conception as the right 
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one (Raz 1986, Dworkin 1986, Rawls 1996, Quong 2011). So, for example, if public funds 

were used to fund religious buildings but not sport centres and concert halls, non-religious 

citizens could complain that this arrangement indefensibly favours the religious way of life 

because there is no justification which does not appeal to the superior value of religion  that 

may be offered to non-religious people for why they are required to pay to pursue their 

ambitions to practice sports and music while religious people are not. Similarly, some have 

argued that if the costs of children are socialised, as the standard view requires, a particular 

plan of life or ambition is being favoured without adequate justification: no justification can 

be offered for socialising the costs of children, but not other lifestyles, that does not appeal to 

the special good of parenting on the basis of comprehensive considerations which can be 

reasonably contested. 

In light of the tensions between the standard view of parental justice and the 

commitments to responsibility and neutrality, it may be thought that liberal egalitarians should 

jettison the standard view and replace it with a revisionary one on which justice requires that, 

at least when certain background conditions are met, choosing to have and raise children be 

treated like other lifestyle choices for whose costs people are held responsible. Indeed, the 

few pioneering treatments of parental justice defend versions of precisely this revisionary 

view (Ackerman 1984; Clayton 1996; Rakowski 1993; Steiner and Vallentyne 2012; 

Vallentyne 2002b; Casal and Williams 1995; 2004; 2008). On these revisionary accounts, 

when certain background conditions are met, parents should internalise the costs of children, 

where these include not only the costs of caring for them as children (e.g. the costs of parental 

leave programmes or of childcare), but also the costs of added members – that is, the costs 

that new persons will eventually impose on others, once they as adults, by dint of their 

becoming claimants of their fair share of public resources. 
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Which of these two views is in fact compatible with liberal egalitarianism? I argue that 

the story is complicated. Liberal egalitarian theories, I suggest, need to assume a version of 

the standard view, because it is presupposed by many of their fundamental commitments  - 

including, crucially, the view that citizens should share one another’s fate that is at the heart 

of the egalitarian project which liberals endorse. (In Rawls’ words: “In justice  as  fairness  

men  agree  to  share  one  another  ́s  fate”. Rawls   1971: 102.) I also argue that neither the 

principle of responsibility nor that of neutrality need tell against socialising the costs of 

children. Instead, I show that the key reason why liberal egalitarian theories are unable to 

vindicate the pro-sharing view of parental justice which they tacitly assume and need to 

defend is the result of a feature which liberal egalitarian theories share, their differences 

notwithstanding. This feature is what I refer to as a bias in favour of self-interest, and consists 

in a set of both explicit and implicit assumptions, built in at different points in the structure of 

theories of justice, such that justice tells in favour of advantaging self-interested ambitions 

(choices or life-plans) over ambitions which are not self-interested, but are aimed at 

benefiting others. One such assumption is the principle formulated by Alan Gibbard, that 

‘[m]oral rules should be so constructed that, if the rules are obeyed, the acts of each person 

benefit or harm only himself, except as he himself chooses to confer or exchange the benefits 

of his acts’ (Gibbard 1976). Some egalitarian theorists (Steiner 1998) have explicitly endorsed 

this principle as one that should justify and inform the account of responsibility we adopt; 

other interpretations of liberal egalitarian justice could be seen as also being informed by 

Gibbard’s principle, such as the view that justice requires equal opportunity to obtain the 

highest possible equal welfare if they behave reasonably prudently, where the relevant 

standard of prudence is a self-regarding one. 

Laying bare the sense in which existing liberal egalitarian theories are biased in favour 

of self-interested ambitions and showing how this renders those theories unable to provide a 
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defence of the standard view of parental justice contributes to the second main aim of this 

book. Arguing against this bias, on the grounds that it allows for a particular kind of 

exploitation, or unfair advantage-taking, of those whose ambitions are other-serving, and 

defending a formulation of liberal egalitarian justice that redresses this bias, thus providing a 

hospitable framework for a version of the standard view, is the third main aim I pursue in this 

book. 

 
 
 
II. Chapter-by-chapter outline 
 

 
Part I – The question of parental justice identified and motivated  
Chapter 1 – The question of parental justice and its relevance for justice  
Chapter 2 – Distributing the costs of children: Unpacking a deceptively simple  
question and other preliminaries  
Part II – Existing theories of justice and parental justice  
Chapter 3 –Liberal egalitarianism and sharing the costs of children: an unstable position? 
Chapter 4 – Feminist critiques of the gendered division of labour: the importance of 
parental justice  
Part III –Parental justice as justice in social reproduction  
Chapter 5 –A popular argument as starting point: children as public goods  
Chapter 6 – Beyond the public goods argument: fairness and socially necessary labour  
Chapter 7 – Parental justice in times of migration and population pressure 
Conclusion: Social reproduction, the personal and the political 
 
 

 

Part I – The question of parental justice identified and motivated 

 

Chapter 1 – The question of parental justice and its relevance for justice 

This chapter introduces the parental justice question, motivates the need to address it by 

pointing to its practical and philosophical relevance, identifies some main ideas and 

assumptions that guide the book’s discussion, and relates the treatment of the family 

undertaken here to that provided by recent literature on the ethics of the family.  
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After providing a brief statement of the question of parental justice and why it 

arises, and a characterisation of the liberal egalitarian framework within which it will be 

discussed, this chapter introduces two main guiding ideas for my enquiry. The first is that 

children, pace Hobbes, do not spring up like mushrooms but are the result of the procreative 

choices of persons; while acknowledgment of this fact has played a substantial role in 

sparking thought-provoking discussions in procreative and population ethics (e.g Heyd 1994), 

it has been largely neglected by theorists of justice. The second is the feminist slogan that 

social reproduction is socially useful labour. These two ideas, taken together, define the 

book’s overarching objective: that of showing that a liberal egalitarian theory of justice should 

and can provide an account of how the costs and benefits of children should be distributed 

that duly recognises and accommodates both these ideas.  

The chapter also discusses why parental justice matters for public policy and for 

theorists of justice (it matters for both, hence the title), and how the ensuing analysis 

contributes to placing the family centre stage in our political philosophy: once we view the 

family as an association that plays a crucial role in maintaining the socio-economic 

institutions of a just society, settling the question of parental justice is part and parcel of 

formulating an account of justice. The book’s project, then, while it contributes to a recent 

trend of substantial philosophical interest in the family, has a substantially different focus 

from most existing analyses, which are concerned with the ethics of family relationships (see 

the work collected in Archard and Macleod 2001; Archard and Benatar 2009; Hannan, 

Brennan & Vernon 2015: see also O’Neill and Ruddick 1979. For some recent book-length 

treatment of issues in family ethics, see Archard 2010; Richards, N. 2010; Overall 2012; 

Brighouse & Swift 2014). 
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Chapter 2 - Distributing the costs of children: Unpacking a deceptively simple question 

and other preliminaries  

 

The question of parental justice is the question of how the costs and benefits of children 

should be distributed between parents and society at large. But what do these costs include, 

and what exactly would distributing them in various ways, among the various parties, amount 

to? This chapter unpacks these questions, with a view to defining with precision the question 

of parental justice. 

What the costs and benefits of children include, I suggest, varies in line with whose 

interests we take as salient given our normative concerns, or which questions of justice we 

raise. So, for example, what the costs and benefits of children include will differ if we are 

concerned with their fair distribution between two parents in a household, or if we are focused 

instead on what citizens owe to one another, given that some of them are responsible for 

bringing new persons into existence while others are not, and given that some parents are 

responsible for bringing more children into the world than other parents. In the context under 

discussion, concerning parental justice, it is important to distinguish between (a) costs and 

benefits of children that are integral to the value of the parenting project, which arguably 

parents have reasons to internalise and those costs and benefits that are not integral to the 

value of the parenting project; (b) the costs and benefits of children while they are children 

(and more specifically, the costs of caring for them until adulthood), and the costs and 

benefits which new children impose over their lifetimes, including once they are adults; and 

(c) the costs and benefits that are required by justice - in the sense that someone must bear 

them in order to give children, both while they are children and once they are adults, what 

they are owed as a matter of justice - and those which are not required by justice; (d) the costs 

and benefits of children collectively, that is, assuming we are looking at the costs and benefits 
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generated by the group of all parents within the relevant domain to which principles of justice 

apply, or the costs and benefits of individual children or a few children, as we would if we 

were to ask whether parents individually should internalise the costs and/or the benefits of the 

particular number and/or type of children they have. Noticing these distinctions enables us to 

formulate specific and importantly different questions about parental justice, such as the 

question of whether only the justice-required costs of children, and/or only the costs of added 

members, may or should be shared among all citizens, and if so, why. 

A related set of questions concern what exactly distributing the costs and benefits in 

different ways would amount to. On a simplified and commonly assumed picture, only 

publicly funded subsidies aimed at helping parents – typically, in the form of paid parental 

leave, child tax credits or a carer allowance – constitute a transferral of the costs of children 

from parents to society at large. But once we take into account that there are various things 

that constitute the costs and benefits of children, and once we notice that how some of those 

costs and benefits are distributed is affected by many of our socio-economic institutions, we 

can appreciate that equal tax liabilities, too, for parents and non-parents can constitute a 

sharing of the costs of children; furthermore, having a unified welfare system for parents and 

non-parents – something we commonly assume - constitutes a sharing of the benefits of 

children. Once we acknowledge these possibilities, it becomes apparent that addressing the 

question of parental justice is much more central to the assessment of the justice of different 

socio-economic regimes than may at first appear.  

In order to identify with precision the question of parental justice, this chapter also 

briefly mentions some companion questions that the book will set aside and some 

assumptions that the discussion will make about them. Centrally, these include the question of 

what procreative liberty claims people are assumed to have and whether, specifically, 

questions of justice arise about the number of children which people may or should have; the 
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question of who is a parent and in virtue of what; assumptions about background justice and 

about intergenerational justice (including justice towards future generations).  

 

 

Part II – Existing theories of justice and parental justice 

  

Chapter 3 - Liberal egalitarianism and sharing the costs of children: an unstable 

position? 

 

This chapter offers a critical overview of existing liberal egalitarian theories of justice through 

the lens of the question of parental justice. More specifically, the aim of this chapter is three-

fold: first, to show that liberal egalitarian theories of justice cannot, on pain of incompleteness 

or incoherence, neglect the question of parental justice; second, to argue that the answers 

which can be extrapolated from – and in a few cases, which have been defended from within 

– existing liberal egalitarian theories of justice are unsatisfactory; third, to open up the space, 

within some liberal egalitarian views, for developing a case for sharing the costs of children. 

Two main (families of) liberal egalitarian views are discussed.  

The first are those often referred to as luck egalitarian, or responsibility-sensitive, 

theories, on which justice requires that people be offered equal opportunity for advantage 

(where this term, adapting an expression by G.A. Cohen (Cohen 1989), is used ecumenically 

to refer to objective welfare – including functionings and capabilities -, subjective welfare, or 

both), equality of resources as measured by people’s own hypothetical insurance choices, and 

those which hold that individuals’ egalitarian claims are derived from their rights to equal 

freedom (Arneson 1989; Cohen 1989; Dworkin 2000; Rawoski 1991; Vallentyne 2002a; 

Steiner 1994). What these views have in common, which is relevant for the discussion at hand 
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here and justifies treating these views together, is their commitment to the claim that people 

have rights to equal shares (of advantage or resources) which are constrained by their exercise 

of personal responsibility, in the sense that inequalities (of advantage or resources) that are 

traceable to their exercise of personal responsibility are not viewed as unjust, or are in fact 

thought to be required by egalitarian justice. 

Some people have thought that, by dint of this commitment alone, and assuming 

that people make the choice of having and/or rearing children under conditions which justify 

viewing that choice as an exercise of their responsibility, luck egalitarian views seem to 

support the claim that parents should, in the name of egalitarian justice, bear many or most of 

the costs of children (Rakowski 1991; Vallentyne 2002b; Anderson 1999; Steiner and 

Vallentyne 2012). More precisely, however, as others have noticed, luck egalitarian views 

need not require that parents only bear the costs of children just in virtue of their commitment 

to personal responsibility. Equality of opportunity for welfare views, for example, could in 

some cases tell in favour of sharing the costs of children. Instead, what seems true is that, 

unless a case can be made for why the choice of having and rearing children is relevantly 

different from other expensive choices people make – which case would be in tension with the 

endorsement of neutrality – responsibility-sensitive views should entail that parents should 

internalise many or most of the costs of children, lest we allow an ongoing diminishment of 

everyone’s equal shares as a result of the socialising of the costs of everyone’s choices (Casal 

and Williams 2004). 

The discussion of these luck-egalitarian answers to the parental justice question has 

both negative and positive aims. Negatively, it shows how treating the choice of having and 

rearing children as being relevantly like other choices for which individuals should be held 

liable leads to a view that is not only radically revisionary and intuitively implausible, but also 

internally unstable. Positively, it explores the possibility that there are reasons, compatible 
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with liberal neutrality, why responsibility-sensitive egalitarians can and should treat the 

choice of having and rearing children as relevantly different from other expensive ambitions 

people make. These reasons appeal to the values of solidarity and fraternity, which can be 

argued to underpin the very commitment to distributive equality.  

In the context of developing these arguments, the chapter also introduces Ronald 

Dworkin´s equality of resources view, and Dworkin´s surprising, if scanty, remarks against 

the claim that his view requires asking parents to internalise the costs of children (Dworkin 

2004). It also discusses recent attempts at deploying Dworkin’s hypothetical insurance 

mechanism in support of a pro-sharing conclusion (Bou-Habib 2013) and related arguments 

which appeal to parents’ autonomy (Alstott 2004) and their claims to free time (Rose 2016). 

In contrast to these, the chapter raises the possibility of deploying some resources of 

Dworkin´s account of liberal equality – in particular, the idea that an idealised market should 

be used to determine what people’s claims are, in that it register the net costs (i.e., the benefits 

as well as the costs) to others of people’s ambitions – to ground a pro-sharing case. This 

Dworkin-inspired rationale is argued to be on the right track, in that, instead of viewing 

parents’ claims as grounded in their suffering a disadvantage which warrant compensation, it 

conceives of them as based in the fact that, under some conditions, parents’ choice of having 

and rearing children is socially beneficial, and this fact should be registered when determining 

how the costs of children should be distributed. 

The second liberal egalitarian view discussed through the lenses of parental justice 

is John Rawls’ theory of justice. Rawls’ theory seems like a promising starting point for 

constructing a case for sharing the costs of children for three reasons.  

First, as was noted above, more than other theorists of justice, Rawls is sensitive to 

the fact that the problem of distributive justice has an inherently transgenerational dimension; 

in order to know whether a society is just we need to know how and whether it can remain 
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just over time, across generations (recall his claim that “[t]he problem of distributive justice 

“is always this: how are the institutions of the basic structure to be regulated (…) so that a 

fair, efficient, and productive system of social cooperation can be maintained over time, from 

one generation to the next?” (Rawls 2001: 50). Since the reproduction of a society is central to 

its maintenance over time, Rawls’ understanding of the problem of distributive justice lends 

itself well to viewing justice in social reproduction as central to justice.  

Second, Rawls’ understanding of distributive justice as involving productive 

cooperation bodes well for the prospects of accommodating the conviction that the fact that 

the benefits over which claims are made are ones which people – in this case, parents - 

contribute to producing should inform what principles of justice are defensible. Rawls 

believes that the problem of distributive justice is to be contrasted “with the very different 

problem of how a given bundle of commodities is to be distributed, or allocated, among 

various individuals whose particular needs, desires, and preferences are known to us, and who 

have not cooperated in any way to produce those commodities” (Rawls 2001: 50). As he 

notes, “[s]ocial cooperation, we assume, is always productive, and without cooperation there 

would be nothing produced and so nothing to distribute” (Rawls 2001: 61). If it is true that 

social reproduction is socially useful labour – a claim whose exact meaning and force will be 

examined more fully later - a view like Rawls’ may be better able to accord this fact its due 

normative significance than allocative theories of justice, which arguably include many luck 

egalitarian views. 

Third, although Rawls does not engage with the question of parental justice, he 

comes close to it in response to feminist worries about the injustice of the gendered division 

of labour. As Rawls notes, “Parents (women equally with men) are equal citizens and have 

equal basic rights including the right of property; they must respect the rights of their children 

(which the latter have as prospective citizens) and cannot, for instance, deprive them of 
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essential medical care. Moreover, to establish equality between men and women in sharing 

the work of society, in preserving its culture and in reproducing itself over time, special 

provisions are needed in family law (and no doubt elsewhere) so that the burden of bearing, 

raising and educating children does not fall more heavily on women, thereby undermining 

their fair equality of opportunity” (Rawls 2001: 11). Whether and to what extent the gender 

justice concerns which Rawls aims to capture are characterisable as concerns of parental 

justice, and whether and in what ways viewing the family as part of the basic structure of 

society, as Rawls does, does or can reflect an understanding of it as a unit that, by dint of 

discharging socially useful labour, is part of society’s cooperative scheme, are questions 

which are addressed in the next chapter. This chapter’s conclusions are that, while Rawls 

neglects the question of parental justice, his theory of justice as fairness provides a hospitable 

framework for developing a plausible answer to it, but that that answer is one which Rawls 

himself does not provide and which Dworkin’s theory of equality of resources helps 

formulate. These claims are defended and developed in the last part of the book.  

 

 

Chapter 4 – Feminist critiques of the gendered division of labour: the importance of 

parental justice  

 

As was mentioned earlier, some of the starting points and concerns of this book’s analysis are 

ones which feminist thinkers have voiced. But just how the question of parental justice and 

that of gender justice are related are not entirely straightforward matters. Most importantly, 

for this book´s purposes, it may be thought that the question of parental justice is reducible to 

the question of gender justice, in the sense that concerns of fairness about the distribution of 

the costs and benefits of children between parents and society at large arise only if and 
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because women are penalised unless the costs of children are socialised. The aim of this 

chapter is to situate the question of parental justice vis-à-vis the question of gender justice 

and, more specifically, to clarify how the book’s main aim – that of developing a liberal 

egalitarian view of how to distribute the burdens and benefits of children - differs from, and 

will add to, existing liberal feminist views. The main idea this chapter advances is that some 

important arguments made by feminists regarding the unfairness of the gendered division of 

labour are incomplete in important ways without an account of parental justice; so, far from 

being reducible to the question of gender justice, that of parental justice needs settling in order 

to vindicate some main concerns of gender justice. 

There are two main ways in which a theory of parental justice of the kind this books 

formulates is needed to complement the feminist project of arguing against the gendered 

division of domestic labour and the socio-economic institutions that, as feminists like Susan 

Okin (1989), Joan Williams (1999), Janet Gornick and Marcia Meyers (2004), among others, 

show all too well, support by being designed and structured in light of norms of the ideal paid 

worker who is free of caring responsibilities. 

First, insofar as these arguments aim to show (as they do) that we should reform the 

gendered aspect of the family and the other socio-economic institutions so they no longer 

discriminate against women who are carers, because they are carers, the arguments in 

question presuppose not only an account of why performance of an unrewarded social role 

(that of carers), should not be unequally discharged, on the basis of morally arbitrary factors, 

by women. Instead, they also presuppose an account of why it is unjust that the social role in 

question be unrewarded, regardless of whether there is true equal opportunity to come to 

occupy that role, and of whether the role is primarily or mainly discharged by members of a 

socially salient group. More specifically, feminists who are concerned with the injustice done 

to women as a result of the gendered division of caring labour (whether this is characterised 
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as exploitation, as it is by Marxist feminists, or as discrimination, as it is by Williams) need to 

defend fully the claim that an important part of the injustice in question is done to women 

because parents’ work is socially necessary work. An account of why it is unjust that the 

social role of carers is unrewarded or in some sense penalised (regardless of who comes to 

occupy it or why) is in part, as far as the care of children is involved, given by an account of 

parental justice.  

Currently, with some exceptions (e.g. Folbre 1994, 2008; Burggraf 1997) do not 

properly identify the extent to which their views presuppose an account of parental justice; 

nor do they offer a full defence of the claim which arguably they endorse, i.e. that it is unjust 

for our institutions to be so structured as to penalise those who perform socially necessary 

work. Given what they ostensibly argue, it seems in principle compatible with accepting, for 

example, Okin´s and Williams´ arguments, to believe that a society in which parents were 

required to internalise many or most of the costs of children would be just, if it were the case, 

in this society, that men and women shared parental responsibilities equally (either via the 

equal-split arrangement Okin favours, or as a result of what Richard Arneson (1998) has 

called a “statistically equal split” arrangement, i.e where women and men, taking their 

aggregate numbers, were equally likely to be full time parents, full time workers, or co-

parents in gender egalitarian arrangements). We need an account of parental justice to capture 

the injustice at stake here. 

Moreover - this is the second main way in which an account of parental justice 

helps complement existing feminist accounts - the account in question must be integrated 

fully within a defensible theory of liberal egalitarian justice, and in particular, it must 

acknowledge and respond to the challenges, internal to that theory - principally, the 

commitments to responsibility and neutrality - that seem to stand in the way of grounding a 

pro-socialisation view. Those challenges are important and should not be discarded by the 
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feminist project, as liberal feminists have argued (Baehr 1996, 2017; Watson & Hartley 2018; 

Schouten 2019). Moreover, if the arguments of chapter 3 are correct, they need not be so 

discarded: it is possible to construct a case for parental justice that feminists can endorse, and 

that is fully compatible with, and indeed buttressed by, a commitment to personal 

responsibility and neutrality which liberal egalitarians endorse.  

In advancing these claims, this chapter brings to view how concerns of parental 

justice play a distinct role in discussions by feminists who have made a case for sharing the 

costs of children by appealing to the importance of recognising the value of care and against 

the gendered division of domestic labour (Folbre 1994; Fineman 2004; Okin 1989; Kittay 

1999; Anderson 1999), and examines how the idea of unfairness to parents relates to existing 

accounts of the exploitation of women within the family (Bubeck 1995; Hampton 1993).  

 

 

Part III – Parental Justice as Justice in Social Reproduction 

 

Chapter 5 - A popular argument as starting point: children as public goods  

 

Drawing on some key conclusions of the previous two parts, this part of the book aims to 

formulate the positive case for a plausible pro-sharing view which, so it is argued earlier, 

egalitarian theories of justice both tacitly assume and need to defend in order to consistently 

uphold some of their central convictions; and which, so it was claimed, can be consistent with 

both the commitment to personal responsibility and to liberal neutrality. 

This chapter begins to build that positive case by analysing closely the most widely 

used argument in favour of socialising the costs of children, namely, the argument that, by 

having and rearing children, parents produce several benefits for society at large (for example, 
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law-abiding citizens; an enlarged tax base; a qualified workforce), and that they thereby incur 

claims of fairness, against society at large, to share their costs (see Folbre 1994; 2001; George 

1987; 1993; Anderson 1999; White 2003). This public goods argument bears some 

resemblance to the pro-sharing view that is developed in the book, so it is especially 

instructive to inspect it before developing that view. The chapter examines critically the 

claims made by both defenders and critics of the public goods argument for sharing the costs 

of children, and argues that, while the critics’ objections to the argument are not fatal, the 

argument itself is misconceived, and does not mount the most plausible case for socialising 

the costs of children. (Critics of the argument include Casal and Williams 1997; 2004; 

Rakowski 1991.)  

In particular, this chapter contends that both the key empirical and normative 

premise of the public goods argument (which are, respectively, that children are non-

excludable and non-rival goods which are produced as externalities of people’s choice to have 

and rear children; and that some interpretation of the principle of fair play grounds parents’ 

claims to sharing the costs of children) should be abandoned. Some central goods which 

parents produce by having and rearing children are excludable and rival, but deliberately 

socialised goods, ones which our just institutions deliberately make available to everyone; and 

the principle of fair play as it is normally construed is inappropriate in this context, insofar as 

it is best viewed as a principle that enlists compliance with (just) institutions or rules, rather 

than a principle that can tell us how institutions or rules should distribute benefits and burdens 

in order to be just in the first place. Since the question of parental justice is a question about 

how burdens and benefits should be distributed in the name of justice, the principle of fair 

play is ill placed to answer that question. 

While the public goods argument is not ultimately defensible, scrutinising it helps 

bring to view some important truths which, so I claim, once duly elaborated and defended, 
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form the core of a plausible pro-sharing view. These are, first, that under certain conditions, 

by having and rearing children, parents can be seen as partaking in a society’s cooperative 

scheme; and second, that institutions which socialised the benefits of children - as egalitarian 

ones must do – but failed to socialise some of the costs of children would be unfair to parents, 

because they would be guilty of a bias against those whose ambitions are not self-interested 

and who are thereby made vulnerable to a kind of exploitation.  

 

 

Chapter 6 – Beyond the public goods argument: fairness and socially necessary labour  

 

This chapter aims to unfold and defend the truths that emerge from the previous chapter’s 

examination of the public goods argument. In so doing, this chapter also enlists and develops 

further some conclusions from the chapters of Part II of the book. 

Returning to the discussion of Dworkin´s theory of equality of resources, this 

chapter argues that the latter, when suitably interpreted, can provide the normative foundation 

for the case for socialising the costs of children which bears some similarity to the public 

goods argument but is also importantly different from it. (This new argument is labelled the 

socialised goods argument). More specifically, this chapter argues for three related claims. 

The first is that we can construct a resourcist case for socialisation if we locate the case for 

parental justice in a different place, within the theory of equality of resources, from where 

existing discussions of this topic have located it thus far. In particular, the argument is that 

parents have claims of justice to sharing the costs of children not because they suffer a brute 

luck disadvantage relative to non-parents, but because, by dint of the socially necessary work 

they perform, they are in one respect analogous to private goods producers; producers’ 

resource bundles are equal to other people’s, on the resourcist view, only if those bundles duly 
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reflect the net benefits to others of the producers´ productive ambitions; similarly for parents, 

under many conditions.  

The second claim the chapter develops consists in interpreting the theory of 

equality of resources in a way that avoids what are argued to be certain misconceptions 

regarding some aspects of that theory. Most importantly, the role, in equality of resources, of 

both people’s identification with their ambitions and that of the envy test, are more 

circumscribed than we might think; by contrast, the role of the idea of true opportunity costs 

as the metric of equality is more central than has generally been noticed. Once we keep these 

points in mind, equality of resources, contrary to received wisdom, turns out to be hospitable, 

not inimical, to one important argument for parental justice.  

The third main claim the chapter defends concerns Dworkin’s use of the market 

mechanism as part of his interpretation of the demands of equality: this chapter argues that the 

market mechanism, even under idealised conditions of the sort Dworkin envisages, is ill 

suited to fully register the true costs and benefits to others of people’s ambitions, if some 

people’s central ambitions are reliably self-interested while others’ are reliably other-serving. 

Under those conditions, setting up institutions that force people to internalise the costs of their 

other-serving ambitions while socialising the benefits which those with other-serving 

ambitions are willing to produce constitutes a sort of objectionable exploitation, or a failure to 

do justice to Rawls’ ideal of society as a cooperative scheme. Liberal egalitarian theories of 

justice, as they are commonly formulated, are unable to capture concerns about this kind of 

exploitation because of a bias they display, built in a various places of the theory of justice, in 

favour of self-interest. This chapter aims to bring to light this bias, and then, drawing on Jean 

Hampton’s work on feminist contractarianism (Hampton 1993), it asks how to correct for it. It 

then sketches a pro-sharing view which, by forgoing this bias, duly recognises the central role 

of social reproduction as socially useful labour.  
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Chapter 7 – Parental justice in times of migration and population pressure  

 

The case for socialising the costs of children, especially if that case rests on the claim that 

parenting is socially necessary labour, is put under pressure as a result of two (sometimes 

related) phenomena. The first is migration, which is an important source of human capital: the 

availability of replacement migration reduces the extent to which citizens need to rely on the 

family for demographic replacement and to maintain society’s institutions across time; so the 

claim that (local) parents perform a socially necessary activity by having and rearing children 

seems undermined. The second source of pressure for the pro-sharing view arises from the 

possibility that there are reasons (grounded chiefly in concerns about climate justice) for 

reducing fertility so as to avoid population pressure; especially in advanced economies, in 

which any added child’s s lifetime carbon-footprint currently far exceeds limits imposed by a 

sustainability frontier (Caney 2020), the claim that children are local goods but global bads 

(Casal 1999) seems hard to deny. (For concerns about procreation and environmental justice, 

see also Young 2001; Kates 2004; Conly 2016; MacIver 2015.)  

This chapter asks what implications acknowledging the observations just mentioned 

has for the socialised goods argument. Does the possibility of replacement migration weaken 

or undermine the argument? And does the socialised goods argument license, implausibly, 

unlimited population growth, if nothing else by requiring that the costs of children be 

socialised regardless of how many children are brought into existence? One crucial issue that 

needs to be tackled in order to answer both these two questions is, this chapter argues, the 

same, and concerns the baseline by reference to which we should judge whether other 

people’s activities count as socially beneficial. Finding a defensible view of this baseline 
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promises to be of help for defusing both sources of pressure for the pro-sharing case. More 

specifically, the reasoning the chapter advances is the following: On the one hand, the view 

that the availability of replacement migration invalidates the socialised goods argument rests 

on an implausible view of the baseline. This is an optimal baseline view, on which producers 

only “benefit” the beneficiaries if they produce up to and no more than the amount that is 

optimal for the beneficiaries. The number of children reared beyond that optimal level are no 

longer goods: when parents engage in this additional child-rearing they are, in effect, 

“oversupplying” their services, such that, on balance (i.e. taking into account the costs of 

children as well as their benefits), the additional children constitute negative externalities, 

rather than socialised goods. On the other hand, the view that the socialised goods argument 

licenses (virtually) unlimited support for parents, regardless of concerns about population 

pressure, rests on an alternative view of the baseline, the no production baseline view. On this 

view, we should judge whether others are benefitted by child-rearing by asking whether they 

are made better off by it than they would be if no new children were born. If the public goods 

argument employed the no production baseline, others would have obligations of fairness to 

parents to share costs of child-rearing with them for whatever number of children they have, 

provided only that that number of children makes them better off compared to no new 

children. 

This chapter argues that both the optimal baseline and the no production baseline 

views are implausible, and formulates a view of the baseline by reference to which the 

socialised goods argument supports the case for socialising the costs of children even when 

replacement migration is available, while not licensing unlimited population growth.  
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Conclusion: Social reproduction, the personal and the political 

 

This chapter takes stock of the main conclusions reached in the book – 

conclusions about the centrality of the question about how the costs of children should be 

distributed to our theories of justice; about the shortcomings of the answers to the question of 

parental justice which liberal egalitarian theories, as they stand, do or can offer (shortcomings 

which, it is argued, threaten the internal coherence of those theories), and the reasons for 

them; and about how a plausible answer to the question of parental justice can be formulated 

that recognises the important role of social reproduction as socially useful labour and as 

contributing to the maintenance of a just cooperative scheme, and that is compatible with the 

liberal commitments to responsibility and neutrality.  

In summing up these points, this chapter highlights and discusses an important 

aspect of their significance, which concerns the place of the family within the private/public 

divide which liberal political philosophers uphold. As several philosophers of different 

convictions have remarked (Rawls 2001; Geuss 2001), this divide, where it is drawn, and 

what falls on either side of it, are not the starting point but conclusions of our normative 

theories. As has also been noted, first and foremost by feminist thinkers (Okin 1989; 

Nussbaum 1999; Fineman 2005) but also by those concerned with justification of the family 

within liberal egalitarianism (for example, see Archard 2010; Brighouse and Swift 2014; see 

also Taylor 2009), the family’s place within the private/public divide is a fraught issue which 

thinking in these areas pushes us to reconsider.  

This book’s arguments about the relevance of parental justice and the case it makes 

for thinking of social reproduction as central to a society’s cooperative scheme also invite a 

rethinking of the extent to which the family is part of a just society’s basic structure. Indeed, a 

hypothesis which emerges from my discussion is that part of the reason why the question of 
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parental justice has been neglected and why existing liberal egalitarian theories, as they stand, 

are ill equipped to answer it correctly, is an entrenched tendency to view the family as a 

primarily private association. While there are undoubtedly several dimensions of the family 

which should not be regulated by coercive institutions, this should not lead us to overlook the 

extent to which the family makes, and is enlisted by our institutions to make, an integral 

contribution to the maintenance of the just society.  
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