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Parenting techniques and strategies differ significantly
from one family to the next. Even within a given society where
social ideals and goals ought to be similar, we still see obvious
variations in a wide range of parental practices. From the amount
of verbal stimulation a parent provides a child to the way in which
a child in distress is comforted by a parent, individuals seem to
have patented their own ideas and beliefs. These differences are
not limited to physical parental practices either. From family to
family there is a significant difference in the transmission of
moral values.
In American society today, the current trend in values
transmission is to allow parents to impose on their children
whatever belief system or morals they would like, a position I call
moral conservatism. However, the question that surfaces is, do
parents have a right to impose their own moral beliefs on their
children? As it is common practice in today's society, many may
not see the problem, especially if the parents are solid upstanding
members of society with strong moral beliefs. Although this
practice may be for the most part universally accepted, it does not
follow that it is the best or only approach to the moral education
of children. Where do the rights of children fit into this model
based on parental influence?
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Consider that children are adults in the making, and
despite their naivete and prematurity, eventually they will possess
the same rights as adults. Included in these rights is the prized
notion of autonomy.

Does the inculcation of values limit these

rights and deny autonomy and if so, why shouldn't a child be
able to control its own moral destiny? As we have seen in many
instances, children often will grow up to be very different from
their parents. A child's moral values may diverge from their
parents'. Is it right to impose moral values on a child, denying it
the opportunity to arrive at its own moral conclusions? Are
parents denying their children a right to explore moral options by
inculcating certain values?
As a more conservative approach to parenthood seems to
be the norm in today's society, many parents elect to inculcate
what values they have come to believe are the right ones. I will
present the ideas of a liberal model of parenting as a contrast for
the current conservative model. What I am calling the liberal
model is an amalgamation of the theories of two philosophers,
John Locke and Joel Feinberg. Despite their differences, for the
most part both men support a similar liberal model of parenthood
in which the key theoretical elements include protecting a child's
natural rights and future autonomy.

The Liberal Model
When one hears the name John Locke, one usually
associates it with important insights and approaches in political
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theory. He argued society should preseve some of the goods of
the peaceful State of Nature by setting up rules and conventions
that protect our 'natural' interests in "Life, Liberty and the
Pursuit of Property" for "every Man hath [equal Right], to his
Natural Freedom, without being subjected to the Will or

Authority of any other Man
in natural rights

2
,

1
".

Locke's egalitarianism, grounded

is one of the fundamental elements of

democratic societies today. The social order rules and laws is a
mechanism for preserving these natural rights.

In the Two Treatises of Government, Locke focuses on the
development of an ordered society in which its members assent to
the laws and values set by that society. Locke recognizes that
individuals are not the same - biologically, mentally, etc. - a
person who is congenitally incapable of reason has limited rights
of freedom. This is where parents and children enter Locke's
political theory

3
•

He acknowledges that a child's place in society

is different from an adult's. Locke states, "children, I confess are
not born in this full state of Equali-ty, though they are born to it

4
".

What he implies here is that although children are born to
equality, they are not granted full access to equality. Children
have the natural right to be adult society's moral equals and
participants of the social contract

5

once they have developed their

ability to reason. If children are adults' moral equals, then how
does Locke account for the inequality he assigns to children?
Locke explains that children are temporarily unequal as they are
imperfect reasoners; they do not possess the reasoning ability
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required to act in their own best interest or to preserve their
natural rights through respecting the laws and order of society.
A child's rights to freedom are held in trust

6

until they possess

reason. Locke places power over children into the parents' hands
and makes parents responsible for educating and rearing their
children so that they may become integral, equal members of
society. For Locke,
the Power then that Parents have over their Children arises
from that Duty which is incumbent on chem, to take care
of their Offspring, during the imperfect state of
Childhood. To inform the Mind) and govern the Actions
of their yet ignorant Nonage, till Reason shall take its
place, and ease them of that Trouble, is what the Children
want, and the Parents are bound to 7•
When parents teach their children 'moral knowledge' or social
standards, what they are actually doing is stimulating and
developing their children's reason. Once reason is present, a child
may exercise and protect its natural rights in full equality.
In addition to these parental duties, the children
themselves also have duties to their parents. In explaining this
reciprocity grounded in duties, Locke offers that "the subjection
of a Minor places in the Father a temporary Government, which
terminates with the minority of the Child: and the honourfrom a

Child, places in the Parents a perpetual right to respect, reverence,
support and compliance too.

8
"

Not only do the parents have the

duty to educate and protect their children until they are selfsufficient, but the children also have the duty to respect and
honor their parents, and in a sense submit to them

9
•
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Parents have a right to respect and reverence from their
child. Recognizing that potential criticisms that this idea of
submission might imply coercive tactics, Locke suggests that
parents use awe instead of fear to inspire their children to
surrender their will. To say that a child should submit its will to a
parent might be misconstrued as allowing parents to use coercive
tactics. Instead, Locke guides parents to inspire awe in their
children which leaves the children's freedom untouched.
Locke's social agenda emerges from this picture. The
child's reverence and trust will teach it to respect legitimate social
authority. As an adult, the individual can have appropriate regard
for society to the extent that it serves their best interest in the
same way that their parents once did. By extending respect for
parents to the respect for the scoiety, Locke fosters civil obedience
in appropriate continuation of the ideals of the peaceful State of
Nature.

In this Lockean Model, the goal of parenting is to raise
children who will become moral, rational, autonomous adults.
Parents must educate their children so that they will possess these
characteristics of morality, rationality and autonomy.

It is the

combination of these characteristics that Locke prizes in an adult.
Since autonomy is so important in this discussion, it is worth
considering what it means.
Autonomy is ability to act according to one's own will.
Individuals make decisions for themselves; they have freedom to
act and think, as they would like. Autonomy is one of if not the
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most prized notions for Locke. While he believes in social order
and the existence of rules, he is still committed to the idea of an
individual choosing and dictating their own destiny. Autonomy,
is especially important in this liberal model because it guarantees
the rights of a child despite the fact that its not yet developed
reason.
Although autonomy belongs to the individual, Locke's
model has important social implications. It is important to
remember that the Two Treatises of Government is a political work
Locke's main objective is to extend the peaceful State of Nature
into civil society and thus to provide reasons why one ought to
comply with the laws and rules of society. Locke would support
parents in imposing certain moral values on their children, such as
fairness and kindness, that would benefit the individual and other
members of society and so perpetuate the peaceful State of
Nature. Does this contradict his central themes of natural rights
and autonomy- notions based in self-realization and selfdiscovery? Imposing moral values seems to violate the goals of
guiding children toward adulthood and developing independent
reasoning abilities.
I believe certain moral values are a reasonable baseline for
guaranteeing autonomy. Where Locke would object to parental

influence is when parents begin to impose their personal moral
beliefs on to their children, especially their religious and political
beliefs. Respect for religious and political autonomy are keystones
of civil society; parental dogmatism in such matters violates the
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child's, and society's (others'), interests. While this distinction
may be abstractly clear, it is not so clear where one draws the line
between universally accepted social values and personal values.
Joel Feinberg provides an interesting extension of Lockean
notions applied specifically parenthood.

Feinberg retains the

notion that children are distinct from adults and need to be
treated differently from time to time. He believes that children
have some different rights from adults. There are, according to
Fe·nberg, three categories: rights exclusive to adults, rights
exclusive to children, and rights that apply to both adults and
children.
The A-C rights

10

are guaranteed to both adults and

children, e.g., the right not to be abused. Both adults and
children have the right to be treated properly. When someone
has "interfered wrongfully" with another person's "bodily and
property interests," then Feinberg would say that their A-C rights
were violated.

11

In Lockean terms, A-C rights are natural rights,

those rights one has merely for being born or in the State of
Nature.
Then there are those rights exclusive to adults, A-rights.

12

Examples are the right to vote, the right to stay out all night or
the right to choose a religion. These are rights that do not apply
to children because they require a certain degree of maturity and
developed reasoning abilities. Given that these A-rights involve
well-developed mental abilities, "children can be legitimately
prevented from doing certain things that it would be illegitimate
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to prevent adults from doing.

13
"

As an adult, each person has

the right to determine their own destiny and make their own
choices. A child's inheritance of these rights is contingent upon
their development of reason.
Finally, C-rights are limited to children.

14

There are two

kinds of C-rights: [1] dependency-rights which include basic
human needs such as food, shelter, etc. These rights ensure that a
child has the necessities it needs to survive and grow to become a
healthy adult. Then there are [2] what Feinberg calls "rights-intrust," or the "right to an open future.

15
"

A child's "rights in

trust" are those rights that children have, but are not yet allowed
to exercise. Instead, parents must protect these rights and
exercise them with the interest of the child in mind. This "right
to an open future" entitles a child to a future that does not limit it
as an individual. These 'future interests' include both those that it
will in fact come to have in the future and also those it will never
acquire.

16

Since the child cannot yet make its own decisions

about its future, parents must recognize that one day their
children will be autonomous and need to have an open future in
which they can make their own life decisions. To limit a child's
future would be to violate its autonomy. This interest of a child
must be protected.
As a bit of an aside, while Feinberg thinks of these Crights as exclusive to children, I believe that they can be extended
to any individuals with diminished mental capacity such as the
elderly infirm and the mentally retarded. Like children , these
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individuals lack essential reasoning processes and are therefore
dependent upon others for care. Thus, a door is opened for the
application of models of parenthood to other members of society.
Feinberg recognizes that children do not have the ability
to look out for their present interest, let alone their future
interests. He offers that parents must also have these interests in
mind when making decisions and providing for their children.
The 'future interest' of parental responsibility is twofold. First, a
parent must be able to recognize and determine what the future
interest should or may be for their child. What Feinberg intends
here is for parents to provide an open-ended future and not to
limit their children. Secondly, the parent must ensure that once
future interests or goals are, for the most part, established, they
must then consider these goals, etc., when making decisions that
will affect the child. Important to my agenda is the point that
parents should not restrict a child's future interest based on their
own interests. It is important to Feinberg that children have the
opportunity to be self-determining and to strive for selffulfillment

17
•

Feinberg's insurance policy protecting these future

interests places the child's rights in a trust of sorts, that is, the
parents must guard these rights and use them appropriately as the
child would if he or she had the ability. Accordingly, Feinberg
would permit interference if it would benefit a child's future
interest. For example, if a young child wanted to ride its bicycle
on a busy street, a parent should intervene and forbid the child to
do so as it is not in a child's best interest to put itself in a
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potentially dangerous situation that may affect its future interest
which requires survival.
There are difficulties with Feinberg' s right to an open
future. Feinberg stresses the importance of not limiting a child or
not programming a child. How open is an open future? My
intent for posing these questions is twofold. An open future is a
future in which no significant limitations have been placed on the
child. One can envision parents trying to fulfill this Feinbergian
objective by exposing their children to as many experiences and
facets of life as is humanly possible. Picture a young child that
must attend music lessons, dance classes, sports practices,
community service activities, all the while being encouraged in a
number of academic areas as well as being exposed to diverse
groups of people and cultures. The child may well be
overwhelmed and overstimulated with activity and inundated
with information

18
•

While every one of the experiences may be

valid and beneficial to a child, too many could affect the child
adversely.
I think the open future Feinberg has in mind is more or
Jess a precautionary measure. He would like to prevent parents
from limiting their children. He very much wants to avoid the
opposite situation in which a child is exposed to too few activities.
I suppose his theory must leave it up to parents and their
counselors to make reasonable judgments here.
Another problem arises from the idea of 'parental
investment'. When parents assume a parental role in the life of a
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child, presumably they will be investing a lot of time and effort to
that child. They provide basic care (food, shelter, etc.) and
education (moral especially) as well. When a parent devotes so
much time and effort to raising another human being, it seems
they might legitimately expect that they can impose at the very
least some of their own values and morals on their children.
However, consider parental imposition of values and
morals in the context of Feinberg' s argument. Would a parent's
encouragement of their children to believe in their values violate
its notion of a right to an open future? I think so. To pass one's
beliefs on to children would be limiting their range of possible
belief inconsistently with their autonomy, the freedom of belief
the parents themselves enjoy. Parents may, even should, share
their values, not inculcate them.
What seems to emerge here is a conflict between parental
contribution and the child's right to an open future. It also seems
impossible to raise a child openly, devoid of parental influence.
Feinberg recognizes that "simply by living their own lives as they
choose, the parents will be forming an environment around the
child that will tend to shape his budding loyalties and habits, and
they will be providing in their own selves ready models for
emulation."

t

9

Here Feinberg concedes that influence is

unavoidable and that a child's options will, by sheer nature of the
relationship, be narrowed. The way he accounts for what appears
to be a violation of a child's C-rights, is by suggesting that there
must be some sort of "actual or presumptive, explicit or tacit
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consent' on the part of the child

20
•

This notion of consent that

Feinberg throws into the mix is similar to Locke's notion of
submission. Whereas Locke asserts that a child should surrender
their will temporarily to its parents, Feinberg offers that it is a
consent given on the part of the child. This consent, while it may
not be explicitly stated, is a contractual agreement of sorts that
parents must uphold until their children no longer need them.
But the problem with this idea of consent is that, as
Feinberg realizes, the child is not informed enough yet to give
consent, nor is it able to convey its preferences for, in fact, in the
words of Kenneth Henley, "Whether a certain sort of life would
please a child often depends upon how he has been socialized, and
so we cannot decide to socialize him for that life by asking
whether that kind of life would please him

21
."

At the end of his

argument, Feinberg 'resolves' this conflict by offering that

In a nutshell: the parents help create some of the interests
whose fulfillment will constitute the child's own good.
They cannot aim at an independent conception of the
child's own good in deciding how to do this, because to
some extent, the child's own good (self-fulfillment)
depends on which interests the parents decide to create 22•
I find that the circular nature of this argumentation is less than
satisfying, and it seems to contradict Feinberg' s intent of
rendering the idea of an 'open future' compatible with
unavoidable parental influence. I am not sure these theoretically
ambitious but also suspicious moves are necessary. The interests in
autonomy must simply be balanced against competing interests
(socially necessary moral values) and unavoidable life
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circumstances (parental influence on the children). In the latter
case, we can only hope that parents will influence the children
towards self-determination!
What we have now are perspectives from two liberal
models of parenting. Though they vary in terminology, for the
most part, they uphold the same principles. A liberal approach to
parenthood prizes qualities such as autonomy and self-fulfillment,
and attempts to protect and encourage them through rights and
duties. Locke's description of natural rights and Feinberg' s
breakdown of rights (A, C, and A-C) are virtually the same in
their intentions. What is it about natural rights that is so
important to liberal theorists? To reiterate some of what Locke
and Feinberg has already stated, natural rights are important
because everyone is entitled to them. They come to bear special
significance in the parent-child relationship because the potential
to violate these rights is greater. Children, because of their
developmental status, need their rights protected for them until
they can come to protect these rights all by themselves. This is
the reason for the amount of time devoted to natural rights in
liberal parenting theory.
Now that the basic elements of a liberal theory of
parenthood have been laid out, what can be concluded? As stated
in the text above, liberal theory is not without its flaws. Like
other theories of parenting, there are those recurring problems
that prevent the existence of a flawless theory. What I see as three
major criticisms of a liberal model of parenting are the following:
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1. autonomy vs. social compliance. How can autonomy
be kept as a central element in liberal theory when social
compliance is also required? Compliance clashes with
individual autonomy.
2. social vs. personal values. If the liberal concedes that
some values may be inculcated in order to protect society,
then how do we draw the line between social and personal
values?

3. parents' vs. children's rights. The liberal protects
children's rights but what about the parents' rights? Do
parents have rights at all?
I won't attempt to resolve these issues beyond the hints I have
already given. Despite these challenges to the liberal model, I still
maintain that it is the best approach to parenting. I have
emphasized how it most corresponds with the deontology of
autonomy. I want to add that it is sensitive to the dynamics of
modern societies. These societies are dynamic: the market, new
technology and new ideas inevitably call for new moral positions
and values. They are also diverse: individuals with significantly
different social and moral experiences are called upon to develop
strategies for living side-by-side. Liberal theory fosters a certain
plasticity in the cast of the parent-child relationship in promoting
responsiveness to changes and diversity in the surrounding
environment.
But my bottom-line reason is deontological. We affirm
the basic values of Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Property. This
is the idea of autonomy.

I believe that individuals should be

permitted to exercise this right as soon as they are able, and even
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when they are not able to fully exercise this right (childhood, for
example) the right should be protected. Autonomy in trust is
protected not by limiting a child's future but by ensuring that a
child will eventually be able to make its own reasonable moral
decisions. The liberal conception of parenthood is geared
towards this.
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