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ABSTRACT

Amy Glaser: The Liberation of Young People
(Under the direction of Doug MacLean)

Youth liberationists call for an end to oppression, specifically adultism, the oppression of
youth by adults. Notions of equality have played an important historical role in liberationist
efforts to dismantle oppressive systems. The equality of young people has seemed by some to be
an absurd contention, undermined by the “obvious” incapacities of at least very young children
to make their own choices. Against this view, I argue that people of every age are equal not only
in their interests (their similar interests matter equally), but also in their agency: where adults and
children are relevantly similarly situated — and they often are — they have an equal claim to make
their own choices. I look carefully at arguments against youth liberation, and claim that these
anti-liberationist arguments wrongly attack children’s equality of agency on the basis of adultist
notions of rationality and moral development.

I argue for replacing traditional liberal notions of rational autonomy with notions that
recognize the context-sensitivity of agential efficacy, and I claim that this brings to light young
people’s unique strengths and skills, which are often overlooked. I consider research that
challenges adults’ self-perception as reason-responsive wills unto ourselves, as well as research
that examines children’s relatively greater capacities for learning, open-mindedness and
imagination, all of which are core human virtues.

I move on to describe adultism at length, insisting that oppression has a macroscopic
structure and is thus difficult to recognize. Drawing on literature from the new childhood studies,

a burgeoning interdisciplinary field, I explain the construction of childhood, children’s



marginalization and powerlessness within an adult-centric world, and their subjection to violence
and economic deprivation, the totality of which constitute the oppression of young people.

Finally, I seek to make the aims of the youth liberation movement more plausible by
looking at particular institutions and areas of our lives, and imagining what kind of practices and
policies a liberationist approach might recommend. Children, who know better than anyone else
the hazards and frustrations of living in an adultist culture, ought to be the leaders in the task,

incumbent upon all of us, of finding a better way.
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INTRODUCTION

I. Oppression and Liberation

Liberationmovements seek to end oppression. OOppressionO is a name for the ways in
which some groups of people unjustly dominate, control and harm other groups of people. Like
other liberation movements, youth liberationists are calling for an end to oppressmficaity
adultism the oppression of youth by adults. Adultism is to the youth liberationist what sexism is
to the feminist, and racism to the ardcist. Youth liberationists believe that there isiajust
adultcentered hierarchy and set of barr®se undoing would necessarily makewuld a
better place; contributing to this undoingtlays morally incumbent on all of us. Like other
forms of oppression, adultism is sometimes hard to see, especially for adults, who occupy the
position of powein the hierarchy.

Adultism mirrors other forms of oppression in more than just its invisibltye way
that adultism is like other oppressions is thatimforcesan existing binaryall people are seen
as falling into one of tew groupsPyouth oradultbwith little or no recognition of anything in
between. This is a conspicuous attribute of all oppresssmxism for examplejgnores and
stigmatizes thge who do not fit within shargpcially-enforcedboundaries betweetwo sexes
andspeciesisn points toan alkimportant gulf between humans and every other living creature
Similarly, adultist attitudes and structungsrtray persons above a particular age as having

crossed a@ritical moral dividing line. 8/earolds are grouped withabies asmorally distinct

! Frye, especially Chapter 2.
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from 20yearolds, just as chimpanzeasd pigsare seen by the speciesist as morally more like
oystersthan people. In both cases the differences between groups (adult/child,
human/nonhuman) are exaggerated, while wigroup differenceare minimized and glossed
over?

Another way that adultism is like other oppressions is thatntessectionglin the sense
that different forms of privilege and oppression overlap and interconnect in the lives and
identities of individuals. The liberationist doesnOt claim that all members of an oppressed group
are worse off than all members of a rappressed gup, as if each person were a member of
only one category. The claim is more nuanced; it isgahandividualOsiembership in an
oppressed group isliability Bbeing part of the group leadsttweir' subjection to a number of
barriers and challenges thda not exist fomembers othe corresponding privileged groép
while membership in the privileged group, in contrast, is inevitably advantagEvasy
individual is a member of multiple groups; some of these groupings might lead to an individualOs
advantage, others not. But when one is a member of multiple oppressed groups, these
oppressionintersect anavork together to solidify and intensify the individualOs inferior status.
1tOs tough to be queer in a world where queerness is stigmatized, tbgigéanst, and often the
subject of violence, but its tougher to be a queer youth, when the homophobia of the adult world
is presented as legitimate, oneOspifeption and identity are seen as illegitimate because one
is young, and parents are granéedhority over everything one does.

Relatedly adultism is like other oppressions in thatadpressions are interlocking

liberation for one group is connected to liberation for all otipgressedroups.Someanti-

®Cudd, 70.
*1 use Othey,® Othem,d and Otheird as singular pronouns to avoid gendered language where possible.

® Frye, 31.



liberationists(those who are oppos#alyouth liberationworry that the liberation of young
people would be at the expense of adults, that freedom for young people would make life
difficult for adults, who would be forced to cater to their needs and whims. But youth
liberationistsseek an red to all oppressionsT@®e fundamental rule should be no victimization,
in either directior® The liberation of children would make the world better for everyone.

Finally, adultismis like other oppressions that itcalls for a liberation movement.
Adultism warrants a collective response, one that seeks to make adultism visible and undo it.
When we recognize that we are part of an oppressive system, we are called upon to identify the
ways in which our own habits and practices contribute to that syateito try to dismantle.it
This is a fulttime job, but it is not one that is always accompanied by prescriptions for specific,
clearcut, concrete individual actions. How adultism translates into what is morally required by
each one of ysespeciallyhose of us who live and work closely with childremgomplicated.
But there is a moral demand onamlectively oppression is a form of injustice, which means it
ought to be undone. There are endlessly many ways that oppression shapes not onlydahat we
but alsoevenhow we think andgpeak So there are endlessly many waysegistoppression.
Il. The Youth Liberation Movement

The youth liberation movement emerged alongside other movements for social justice.
Advocates of youth liberation drew orettanguage and tenets of liberation movements for other
groups. Like these other liberation movements, youth liberationists saw systemiebgsedp
injustice and demanded radical change. Many of these liberationists were youth themselves.
Youth Liberation of Ann Arbor, for instance, called for full civil and human rights for young

people and an end to adult chauvinism, along with eight other demands lrighefrWants

8 Farson, 5.



John Holt and Richard Farsbacked ugheiraims. InEscape from ChildhoqdHolt argued that
children should have all of the legal rights granted to adults, and he criticized what he called the
institution of childhood, the Oattitudes and feelings, and also customs and laws, that put a great
gulf or barrier between the young athetir elderg that make it difficult or impossible for young
people to make contact with the world around them, and even more, to play any kind of active,
responsible, useful part in i.d a similar vein, irBirthrights, Farson claims that youth are
discriminated against by every societal institution and that young people have a Oright to full
humanity,O which we unconsciously défed Clark, inThe Oppression of Youttiescribes
how the oppression of young people within both families and schoolsderxanforce the
established social order and the elevated status of the ruling class of a Osociety centered on power
and profit.&

Extensive writing on youth liberation has come from femsugto explicitly defend the
analogy between youth liberatiand feminisnt* Shulamit Firestone devotes a full chapter of
The Dialectic of SexODown with Childhood,O to a discussion of childrenOs liberation. In it, she
claims that youth liberation is a necessary extension of the womenOs rights movement, that to
stopshort of children in feminist efforts towards womenOs liberation is to fail to go far enough.
She writes that the oppression of women and children is Ointertwined and mutually reinforcing,0

such that we cannot Ospeak of the liberation of women withoufiagissing the liberation of

" Gross and Gross.
#25-26.

°1.
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children, and vice versad‘@®rawing largely on the workf Philippe ArissOCenturies of
Childhood Firestone traces the development of the concept of childhood from the Middle Ages,
when there was Ono such thing as childl@bBno separate vocabulary to describe children, no
special childrenOs toys, games, or styles of dress; children were Ominiature adults,O moving into
adult apprenticeships almost immediately in a society where families were Ocomposed of large
numbers of pople in a constant state of flu¥.O0

Firestone claims that the oppression of children as a distinct class emerged alongside the
development of the concept of childhood itself, both of which were inextricably bound to the
creation of the modern nuclear fdyrand contemporary schooling, where children are
completely segregated from the adult world and even from other childremre slightly older
or younger While this oppression looks different within different socioeconomic classes, by
prolonging the dpendency and powerlessness of young people, the nuclear family unit at the
same time ensured the subservience of women, on whom the responsibility for caring for
children wholly fell*®
[I1. The U.N.Convention on the Rights ofChildren and The New ChildhoodStudies

The UNConvention orthe Rights of ChildrelUNCRC)offers a solid starting point for
achieving worthwhile social aims for children globallg. ratification by 19&tatepartiesbthe
U.S. is notably absent on tHist Bprovesits potentialasa point of broad, globahgreement

about childrenGmsicneeds and entitlemeniBhe Convention also brought childrenOs rights to

1272,
1376.
1475,
1593,
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the forefront, nobnly theirrights to protection and welfare, kalsoto participation Article 12
of the Conventioraffirmsthe childOs right ttave a say in matters that concern them, and to
have their views taken into account in accord with their age and maiuréyConvention also
recognizes childrenOs evolving capacities, andrihkis to religion, expression, afréedom of
thought.Whereas children®s welfare kache into focus in thed" century,and childrenOs lives
greatly improved as a result, the adoptiad the UNCRC in 1989 marked anothdranatic
alteration in the wodview of children.& Now children were seen not just as vulnerable objects
in need of protection, but astors individual agents with theown ideas and valugsapable of
making a meaningful difference

Later, in Chapter 1, I@#ject the notion of dght to selédetermination and participatory
rights in general. | think these misconstrue the value of agency, marking a moral cutoff or
threshold for who acquires the right, dividing all agents into two groups, those who have the
right in question and tse who do nowWhile the concept of participatory rights may be useful
for marking some cutoffs for legal or pragmatic purppsesshould develop moral concepts that
more closelycapturethe continuum of differences that take shape as our capacitef$ciciive
agency change over time

Nonetheless, the UNCRC points us in the right direction by recognizing children as
active participants, and it providedhaw and usefurameworkfor studying children. The
UNCRC inspired the emergence of nepproaches to studying young peopleOs kgeseveral
academic conferences in the early nineties took up the themes discussed in the Convesition. M
significantly,a conference at City University of New York in 1991 led to the creatiamefv
interdiciplinary approach to childhoatbw known agshenew childhoodstudies Thenew

childhood studiess characterized by a broad commitment to youth liberationaviéwing

" Cohen (2002)49.



youth as an oppressed class, but analytic philosophers damedmspicuously abséfrom
conversations taking place within thrapidly growing fieldand less receptive to the ideals of
youth liberatiorthan other childrenOs theoristsChapter 4] discuss the new childhood studies
more fully, and | urge philosophers jmin this graving field aimed at childrenOs liberation.
V. What Follows

In Chapterd, | introduce the Principle of the Equality of Ageneyhich states that
relevantly similar instances of agency are equalbyally valuable andl claim that children and
babies arenorally equain thesense that the Principle tife Equality of Agency extends equally
to them. e value of young peopleOs agdbthat is, their capacity to aftom the insidélike
themoral value of adult agencyaries according to whatever feasrturn outo matterlt is
because they are equaladultsin thisindeterminatesense thathgldren have an equal claim to
have their agency be taken seriously, to be considered on the basis of relevant factors and not
irrelevant ones, and to be judggadilarly in cases that are relevantly similar. This principle is
indeterminaten thatit doesnOt tell us which featunegact matter to the value afgency

When | speak of a claim tq wherex is some type of actiodh®m talking about oneOs
claim  the freedom to be able tolt is not a claim to be forced ¥ or tohaveto x, but toget
to x (or at leasetto try to x), should one choos@neOslaim to agency or setietermination,
more generally, is a claim to be free to exercise oneGsyateget to move oneself about. The
claim to the freedom twis thought to be grounded in the value of the freedoxpwdich is
distinct from the value of-ing. It may be valuable to be free to smoke cigarettes, but thereOs
hardly any value (or até#st not the same value) in the smoking itself. Sometimes itOs valuable to

get to make disvaluable choices. | say more about claims in Chapter 1.



A second way thathildren aranorally equalis in amore substantiveleterminatesense.
Given the range dkatures thaturn out tomatter to the value of agen®and | saysomething
about what these aigthe freedom of young people and adulten@ke choices isqually
valuablegenerally Thus | make a preliminary case tlgating people have an equal claion
freedom At the very least, maintain we cannotonfirmthe conclusions of opponents of
liberation who clainthat adults have a right to freedoamd thatchildren lackthis right since
we fail to give childre®s agendpe equal consideration receidr by the Principle of the Equality
of Agency.

In Chapter2, | considetthreeof the strongest anliberationist views IOve encountered
and argue that they violate tReinciple ofthe Equality of Agencyintroduced in Chaptet. All
three of the andiiberationist views | consider seek to secure the inferior status of young people,
in part by denying that young peopleOs inferior statusjust They claim that adults have an
exclusive right to make their own choices becaus$g anults are rationally autonomoushow
how the antiiberationiss, despite their arguments to the contrary, violate the Princigleeof
Equality of Agencyby assigning young people arftkir choices an inferior status.

In Chapter3, | criticize theliberal notion ofautonomy on which the adtberatiorist
positions are baseBeminists havénsistedthat rational autonomy as a human ideal ignores the
extent to which humans are essentially embedded in relationships with others and that our
wellbeingcomes from taking part in these relationships, including by caring for ottzeggie
for a contextsensitive account of agential efficacy, and | deny that adults are unique in
capacity to pursue valuable ends, moral or otherwise. | claimvthsttare these capacities with
children and | consider contextased accounts of autonomy and development that could give

childrenOs agential strenths the status they deserveldakisd empirical research that



concludes that adult perceptions of oursslas ssentially rational creatures adorm of self
deceptiorbwe are less rational and more determined by our bidogycontexthan we thinkl
alsopoint to researcthatsuggests thate have underestinmed the cognitive capacitie$
babies ad very young childrerChapter3 takes direct aim at the asifberationistOmsistence
that adults have, and children lack, a right to-determinatiorbased orthe formerOs exclusive
possession of rational autonomy.

In Chapted, | discuss adultism imore depth, drawing heavily omork by Marilyn
Frye, and orAnn CuddOs bodiength analysis of oppressiahe most thorough discussion of
the nature of oppression by an analytic philosopher. | consider what Cudd argues are the
definitive components of gession and claim that adultism shares these features with other
forms of oppression. | show how the alitierationist contributes to adultism by denying youth a
right toagencyand how this denial itself is rooted in adultidmonsider the new childhood
studies and urge philosophers to get on board with this expansive, interdisciplinary program
aimed at young peopleQOs liberation.

Finally, in Chapteb, | discuss the practical goals of the liberation movement in more
detail. Ilook at what liberatedommunitieanight belike and at howsocialcontexts, including
norms andnstitutions can be shaped to promagteung people@iberationandagency | also
show that youth liberation is consistent with a varietiegél practicescaretaking strategies and
agebased restrictions, and | consider spediistances gustified paternalisnfor youth and
adults(including ageof-consent lawsand show howthese instancemugmen{rather than

undermine}he case for youth liberation.



V. Youth Organizing

In 2006,at age25, | helped four teenagers organize a march and rally from North
CarolinaOs Board of Education to the state capitol. They brought together more than a hundred of
their peers from across the state, and advocateddgrassage of the NC School Violence
Prevention Act, which explicitly protects North Carolina students from bullying and harassment
based on gender identity or sexual orientafidmat acpassed in 2009The march and rally
were the vision of the youttho organized them, and were part of a larger effort to create
Insideouf 80, a youthrun organization for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, gender non
conforming, queer and allied youth. I@ireeworked with hundreds of young people who are
leading me@ements for social justice, froBlack Lives Matteito campaigns for transgender
students, environmental justice, the rights of undocumented immigrants, and more. While youth
are and have been on the front lines of so many social justice movementd)middeStates
and elsewhere youth activists and leaders have had to go against the grain, pushing against social
forces that more often silence, discount, and exclude theday, & | write, high school, middle
andelementary school students acrossdbentry have staged a massive walkout to protest gun
violence in schools. The walkout is spearheadestingent survivors of the mass shooting at
Marjory Stoneman Douglas high school in Parkland, Flasid&ebruary 14, 2018. These
studentsareunusuahot in speaking outor social changer leading a mass movemehtt in
being listened to by adults at least one school, the students who walked out were punished
with corporal punishmerif

In my efforts to help young people found and direct an organization aimed ayqu#er
liberation, the largest obstacle we have faced is not homophobia,-gagatits orhatred, but

adultism The training that youth have received to be passive amhadl Wdhat they are told to do

18 Bellamy-Walker.
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by adults has been hard to undo. We have had to consistently push against norms that, for
instance, give adults (even unaffiliated adults who wisittommunityonly once) the sense that
their voices are more important in shdhepaces. Visitors to the space look to adults for direction
or answers to questions, even when youth are the ones who know the answers and are giving
directions.The organization isegularly overlooked for funding opportunitiaadfor

collaboration. Ouyouth donOt display thaelultcentricsymbols of professionalism that funders
seek as signs of legitimacyhe youth wear jeans anghirtsand represent themselves with
handpainted bannerand logosrather thamanners and logaseated by graphic demers and
professionally printed. have been told by prospective funders that the lack of professionalism
dissuaded them from contributing, but the notion of professionalism itself iscathdtic.

Spaces convened and directed by young people, in whiahg peopleOs opinions are
taken seriously and their ideas are affirmed as worth pursuing, are an anomaly. In my experience,
when youth are presented with opportunities to be meaningfully in control of their lives and
engaged as leaders in their commiesitthey need to be-trainedto utilize these opportunities
When they do, the results astenprofound.

In Insideoul 80, teenagers call the shots. Youth leaders receive financial compensation
for the time they put in, and they interview and mustrey® new adult support stasefore new
staff are added. At or@anning meeting, a teyearold learns some basic html code in ortter
update our websit®r a teenagefacilitates a discussion among the rest of our younger group (12
and younger) abouhéir goals for the year. Adults are always nearby to provide support, and
they are often called upon to share their unique expdntiseagh workshops and trainings, or
sometimes just by listening. But youth are at the forefront. Mon, energy,dealism, and

leadership are crucial to the organizationOs sudcessitral mission of thergarization is to
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challenge thgender binaryto open up modes of expression for young people with a variety of
gender identities. While adults are often pud4g these ideas, as they have come to see binary
gender norms asfexed, necessary part of the natural world, young people are more easily able
to break down restrictiveocial boundariesnore eager tescapehe genderedoxes into which
they are stilbeing forcegand more able to express themselves fraetlauthenticallyonce
they have a safe and supportive space in which to do so.

But, even in InsideodB0 there is a constaténdency, by both youth and adutts shift
the balance of power blato adults. For youth to have a meaningful say irotiganizationOs
direction, it is not enough to include them, along with adults, in group decrs&img. In a
group composed of half adults and half youth, adults will do almost all of the talkirt, wibu
still have to fight to be heard, and it will take some effortprompting by adultdpr them to
build up the confidence to speak in the first pladesy would still need to assimilate ireo
adult cultureThoughour executive board compriged solely of youth, youth leaders constantly
revert to seeking permission from adults, etr@ughthe power structure is explicitly defined so
that youth have the final say, and eWleoughthe adults from whom they seek permissaften
have less expemee with the organization, atidusless seniority. We have deliberately worked
against these norms, partly by setting up a separate board of adults to handle legal and financial
obligationsbehind the scengso that youth can focus exclusively on fulfij their mission, and
by adopting a consensus model of decigitaking.

Nonetheless,arms for youth deference and passivity are part of a systematic,
interconnected set of aduihposed harms and barriers. This interconnected system includes the
most severe forms of child of abuse and neglediother,insidiouslysubtle often invisible

ways in which young people are routinely subordinated and OotheredO in a world designed and
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run by and for adultsThese subtler forms of adultisexacerbatéhe more egregious harms of
physical and sexual abuse and neglectur world,young people are stereotyped as
incompetent and irrational, and adults get to make all adigreficantdecisionsYouthare told
again and again in a myriad of ways that they have to wait until they are older to have a
meaningful say in shaping theivés and their communities.

Liberating young people would transform the way youth think about themselves and
allow them to flourish as models of authenticity, creativity, and other human vivioieth have
unique skills and talents that can serve asiiagpn to adults, that can help make us better
people. Young peopleOs leadership is cruciffaats for social justice, as they are less cynical,
less dogmatic, and less set in their ways than adinltse following pages, | begin to develop
the phibsophical grounds for youth liberatiorstart out in Gapterl with adefense of a
contentious claim: thateople of all ages araorally equain their claim to agency move onto
build the case for youth liberation on this foundational principleoohyg peopleOs equality, and
| show how opponents of youth liberation and the status quobdwélivendermined/oung

peopleOs equality
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CHAPTER ONE
THE EQUALITY OF YOUNG PEOPLE

The oppression of young peoialls for a liberation movemeritike other liberation
movements, youth liberation finds secure footing notion of moral equality Movements for
equality are perhaps best understood as a response to aristjonglities. Weanunderstand
what equality movements af@r, in part by more fully appreciating just what they against.In
particular, the targebf contemporaryiberaionist critiquesare the inegalitarigrhierarchical
societalstructureghat favor some groups over others, elevating the moral and political status of
the favored groups, and relegating all {gyoup members to an inferistatus When wo groups
aretreated unequallgnd are sorted according to these social hierarchies, the favored groupsO
interests are routinely given more weight; the favored group is taken more sesiodisdymore
respectedBy interest | mean whatever contributes to an individdswellbeing. In cases of
groupbased inequalityhe favored grouplominates andcontrok the inferior groupsometimes
simply by having more access to a variety of forms of p@mdrprivilegewithin the society
Whenliberation movements claim thpe@le are equal, they meammply that thesesorts of
groupbasednequalitiesaremorally unfounded.
. Peter SingerOs Principle of the Equality of Interests

Peter Singer discusses thaslz principle of equality that groundsvements for racial
and gender justic@ve can call it the Principle of the Equality of Interestésyjuing thathe same

principle extends to nonhumah%he Principle of the Equality of Interesttes thatelevantly

17.
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similar interests deserve equahsideratiorf. Singeremphasizes thahe Principle of Equality of
Interestds a prescription that demands equal considaradf all beings with interests, not a
description of actual similaritiesmongbeings® The Principle of the Equality of Interestioes
not require that all beings are alike descriptively, or even that there anpoxtantdifferences
that correspond tmacial or gendecategoriesfor example, or other social groupings
Importantly,Singer claimsthe case for equality ought notttest on the assumption that all
groups arelescriptivelyalike in terms of intelligence or other abiliti&Bor one, we want the
Principle of the Equality of Interest®t to rest on that assumption because future research may
reveal that somsuchdifferencesetween groupsxist. The potential for suatiscoveries should
not threaten the basic moral equality of all individuSisger points out that a society that
designated power exclusivelyneembers othe ppulation with 1.Qs over 100would not
thereby be a just orte.

Relatedly, he says, feminists who advance equality between the sexes and advocate for
abortion access for women are not committed to securing abortion access for friEhisds.
not true;some memparticularly transgendemd intersex meBcanbecome pregnant, and thus
are equally entitled to abortion accégut SingerOs main point remaing are comfortable

recognizing substantial descriptive difeces between groups of peoaléhe same time that

"See, e.g., Hempl.
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we assert thenord equalityof their memberé Differences between species likewise do not
undermine the moral equality of all species. Phaciple of the Equality of InterestSinger
concludes, is a basic demand that anyone with interests ought to have oneOgaktarésts
account! This demand isonsistent with there being important differenaesonly between the
beingsor groupghemselves, buh themoral implicationsof these differencesn how members
of different groups ought to be treatédsocietyOsoncern for the wellbeing of children
warrantsdifferent social policies thaan equatoncern for the wellbeing of pig8.

SingerOs call for equal consideration of all beings with intarestghus beead as call
for a sort of disposition. Since Singsguates having interests wihntiencethat is,the capacity
to experienc@leasure and sufferinig the relevant disposition includaseadiness toonsider
the sufferig of any being who can suftéfhe Principle of the Equality of Interests is
indeterminate in that it doesnOt specify which descriptive feaiereslevant tethe value of
oneOs interesiko insist that all species are eqirabingerOs senseans that every speciesO
membersterests ought to be judgeshjuallybthe same in cases that are relevantly sinBllar
andon the basis of relevant features and not irrelevant ttfesa call for recognition that the
value of oneOs interests varies accorditigetaescriptive features thaiatter,and not according
to features that donOt matdoreover, interests that are alike in the relevant ways matter
equally; thg are equally importanBut the principlatself remains open on whether two

interests are in fact relevantly similar, amdwhich features determine the value of a particular

1g9.
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interest.This is why the principle applies independently of the descriptive differences between
beings.

But Singer is not only advancing equality in timdeterminatesense, he is also defending
a moe substantivequality claimby telling ussomething abouwhich features in fact turn out to
matter and which donOt. Race, gender, and species membership, he thinks, along with
intelligence and rationality, do not make a difference to the strength afahe@vise similar
interests=? Internally dentical mins donO¢ount for moe in intelligent beings than in
unintelligent beings, becausdenthe experience of the pain is identical, the beldg
intelligenceis irrelevant This is not to deny that more intelligent beings might suffer in ways
that less intelligent beings canrfand vice versaln contrast, théntensity of a pain sensation
doesmake a difference tthe strength of oneOs interest in avoiding the sendagicaussevere
pain sensations are worse than mild dfi@svo pains that differ in intensity are riaternally
identical.

Thusin addition to thendeterminateequalitycaptured by the Principle of the Equality of
Interestsdthe value of everyoneOs netsts ought to be judged consistently and on the basis of
relevant features and not irrelevant gnelsatever these turn out to B&inger is also endorsing
a type ofdeterminatesquality, at least between humans and the animals we raise foahabd
expeaimentation humans andarm and labanimalsareall capable of severe suffering and thus
havesomeinterests that are factequally valuablé? Humans, dogs, anatsall have an equal
interest, for example, iavoiding the pain frorhavingperfume dropped into their eyes,tbeir

stomachs sliced open. Unlike the Principle of Equality of Interesiish holds independently of

12 9.
13 Singer, 18.
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the descriptive similarities and differences among bethgsfurtherdeterminateclaim does
have implications fothe descriptive similarities between humans, dogsatsdt implies that
theinternalexperience of having perfume dropped into our eyes or our stomachs sliced open
would be importanthgsimilar for all of the beings considered.

One might consistentlydid that all beings ammorally equal in thendeterminatesense
but not in thedeterminatesense. You might think, for exaue, that humans ara/stershave an
equal claim to have our interests be judged on the basis of relevant features and not irrelevant
ones. That is, you may agree that the valugysferpain, like human pain, variegjuallyand
according tovhateverfeatures matter: intensity, duiat, and the likeYou may agree that to the
extent that they are relevantly similar, human and oyster pains matter eBualypu might at
the same time believe that because oysters lack a central nervous,shstesimply arenOt
capable of feeling pa sensations that are as intense or robust as human pain sen$aions.
would mean that human pain counts for more, generally,aysterpain, because human pain is
importantly and relevantly different frooysterpain. This would not be a violatiori the
Principle of the Equality of Interesté/e need not deny thiedeterminateequality of all beings
in order to hold this view about theternal,qualitative differences betwe@eysterpain and
human painWe may consistently deny tldeterminateequdity of human andysterpain while
nonetheless asserting that the Principle of the Equality of Interests applies egaihattsand
oysters

Singer states the Principle of the Equality of Interests in terms of the moral obligations of
moral agentsagentshave an obligation to consider similar interests eqdaBut the principle
also applies to thmoral value of thénterests of the moral patients themselves. The relevantly

similar interests of nral patients are morally equal, and this can beststdod separately from

15 6.
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the obligations that moral agents have regarding those intekastsve can say that theeings
themselves, the moral patients, are also morally eéquhis senseOAllanimalsare equal,O as
the title of the SingerOs chaptenmonhuman equality proclaini8jn the indeterminate sense
that the Principle of the Equality of Interests extends equally to all beings with intEogsts.
Singer, we are all also morally alike ilaterminatesense: humans and the nonhuman animals
with which we primarily interact, farm and lab animals specifically, are descriptively alike
enough that similar treatment of similar interests requires radical changes in how we treat
nonhuman animals. Fstarterswe are morally required to stop eating thém.

In the next section | defend the equality of young people and their clagetxy The
Principle of the Equality of Interestsllows froma basic principle of justi¢avhich requires that
relevantly similarcases be judged similarlyhe equality of yong peopleOs ager®sheir
capacity to move themselves ab&oin the insidebalso follows, in an indeterminate sense,
from this basic principle of justice requiring similar treatmergiofilar cases. But like the
determinate=quality of particular interest)eédeterminateequality ofyoung peopleOs agency
requires more substantive claims about the similarities and differences between adults and
children.| arguein this chapter and the following chaptémat childrenOs agey is morally
equalto that of adults®oth in an indeterminate aadleterminatesense.

Il. The Principle of the Equality of Agency

The basic principle of equality underlyigingerOs claim that similar interests matter
equallyis thatany cases that amelevantly similarare morally alike and thus ought to be judged
similarly. Put differently, there must be a relevant descriptive difference to make a moral

difference between two cas@is can be read as a supervan&claim: the moraupervenes
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on the descriptiveSingerOs emphasis is on interests because he is concerned to advocate for the
interests and wellbeing of nonhumans. But we could easily shift the spotlight to a beingOs
agency that is, a beingOs capacity to mitsef aboutin the world from the inside, to actively
participate ints life. To be an agent means to be abldddhings to be able tact, rather than
just have thingslone toone, or beacted upon

To exercise oneOs ageixtp exercisethat capacity:; it isd act.It is Harry FrankfurtOs
sense in which a spider crawls across a table as opposed to being blown by wind in the same
direction.When | speak oin agentOs freedphmean thaan agenhaswhateveiis requiredto
exerciseheiragency, that is, tact or meaningfully participatd=reedoms not altor-nothing.
As a child, I might have the freedom to move around my house, but nobtdsiyde, and the
boundaries of my freedom might expand as | grow oldearAadult, Imight have the freedom
to move to another city in the U.S. but not to take up residence in another country, at least not
without undergoing aompleximmigration processwhich for many,is prohibitive Which
options are available to free agents is a completemthat depends on the agentOs particular
gualities and contextVe are limited by the choice of salad dressings at the grocery store, and by
the choice of locagrocery stores. Even if we mot@a different locke to get access tifferent
grocery stoes,weOQlface other limitationsChoices are structured by the people and things in
our surroundingdNo one is free full stop.

SingerOs Principle of the Equality of Interesthat relevantly similar interests are
equally valuableAn analogous prinpie holds for agency, and itjisst ascompelling.

Principle of the Equality of Agency: relevantly similar instances of agency are equally
valuable.

The reason to treat agency separately from interestsasi@in neutrabn whether the value of

agencyis fully determined by the extetd which oneOs actions further oneOs intdfests.
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were to focus solely otine equality ofnterests in securing the equal vabfeagency for young
people, we would quickly be entangled in questions about the relaifiolbetween agency and
the furthering of oneQOs interests, and | want to sidestep these questions for now.

Opponents of youth liberation often deny young peopleOs equal claim to agency on the
grounds that granting youthefreedom to act, unlike freedofor adults, runs counter to young
peopleOs interestedults are granted freedom on the grounds that they are beseszuaing
whatOs in theinterest.For now, | want to avoid this controverdyortunately, thé@rinciple of
the Equality of Interests drthe Principle of the Equality of Agenbyth follow
straightforwardly from the basic principle of justice introduced above, that relevantly similar
cases are morally alik&€hey are both indeterminate in that they leave open the question of what
the releant similarities and differences atmportantly, the Principle of the Equality of Agency
leaves opemwhether the value of agency is fully determined by the relationship between oneOs
agency and oneQs interestmatOs why we can maintain that young feeage equal in the sense
that the Principle of Equality of Agency extends equally to them, without taking a stand just yet
on what determines the value of agency and thdtebgtrength obneOs claim to freedom.

There is by the waya prima facie cas® be made that the value of agency obtains
independently of the extent to which an agentOs actions promote the agentOs interests. Adults
value our freedom to act in altruistic or even stupélf-destructive or hurtfulways as much as
we value the freedom to make decisidmat promote ouinteress. If we define altruism as
acting to further anotherQOs interests at the expense of oneOs own, and ifgetitigrik actn
altruistic ways is valuable at least someh#f time, then we have a plain case of the value of
acting that obtains independently of whether the act furthers the agentOs it@segtsd to get

to make choices, even when the choices we make are not so goodrfathers So getting to
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act seers to have value that obtains at least somewhat independenthetfer an act promotes
an agentOs interests. This strengthens my case for treating the equality of interests and the
equality of agency with separate principles, though that case was ateady enough. We treat
agency and interests separately in order to avoid taking a pasiti@hether agency has value
that is independent of oneQs interests.

To understand the moral status of an agea®scy, it is helpful to elucidate the notion
of amoral claim. To have a claito the freedom tgerform some actiormeans simply that
there are some legitimate moral considerations that speak in famoe®& getting t0oOneOs
claimto the freedom ta depends on thmoralvalueof the freedonto x. Whenthe freedonto x
is morally very valuabé, one has a strong claim to the freedom When is it less valuable, the
corresponding claim is not as strong. Having a claim(even a righBthe strongest kind of
claimbto x) does not entail thane ought, all things considered, tofbeeto x because there
may be conflicting claims thaénderoneOfeedom tax unjustified. But in the absence of
competing claims, having a claito the freedom tx does entail that one oughttie freeto x.

Thenotion of claims is useful since it allows us to consider the strength of oneOs claim to
the freedom to perform some &as a matter of degreenlike the twofold notion of having or
not having a right ta. We can think of aight as the strongest kind of claim thereBsit by
focusing on the notion of claims, rather than rights can getleaeron the relative strengths of
individualsO claims to agency, independently of whether the claims are strong enough to count as
rights. Ths allows for a more nuanced portrayal of the strength of particular claims to agency
than the notion of rights allow$

A claim might be overriding, regardless of how strong it is in itself, when it is stronger

than any competing claim, or it might notdeerriding, when another competing claim is more

18] say more about this in Chapter 2, Section IV.
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important. When one has a claimthe freedom ta, oneOeedomto x ought to be respected

and taken seriouslyHow important this is in a particular case depends on the strength of the
claim, which is h turn determined by the value of the freedorr. tBometimes oneOs claim

requires action from others, sometimes inaction. If | have a claiihe theedonto pick my

socks or to express myself by dancing, then in the absence of stronger, competingtianss,

in a position to do so ought to let me do so, or make it possible for me to do so. If | have a claim
to an education, then absent stronger, competaims, | ought to have accessato education.

The viewthat rights are the strongest type<laims there are, the claims that are most
valuable might be contested have a right to paint my house or to use my car whenever | want,
one might insist, even though these things are not that important, while you have no right to my
car no matter how orally worthy your reasons for wanting to use it. There are at least two
responses to this objection. First, | am not breaking with tradition to hold that rights are supposed
to be very important. When a group fights for their rights, they are not figiatimgghts to paint
or drive, but for the most important things we all value: rights to speech, safety, education,
healthcare, political representation, and so on. And, second, if your cailabbke; and | am in
dire need®saylOm having a potentiallgtal allergic reaction, with no other way to get to a
hospital,or say that your car was parked improperly and is now barreling toward a child with no
one in the driverOs s&thenl do have some claim to drive your car. The stronger my reasons,
the stonger my claim. Property rights are important too, perhaps even so important that they
outweigh most other conflicting claims, but property rights are not the most important things in
the world. They are not more important than life itself.

The Principleof the Equality of Agency means that all agents have an equal claim to

agency iman indeterminatsense. Relevantly similar cases of agency are equally valuable, and
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thus two agents who are relevantly alike with respextibg have an equal claito thefreedom
to X, whatever the relevant similarities turn out to be. The Principleedquality of Agency
entails thatvhateverthe relevant descriptive features are that determine the value of agency in a
context, where they are relevantly similar, thareadf agencpand thus oneOs claim to agency
Dis also the same. The principle applies to all agents, including people of all ages, for the same
reason that SingerOs equality of interests principle applies to anyone with interests. To exclude
some agentom the Principle of the Equality éfgencywould be to arbitrarily deprive them
the chance to have their agency be considered and judged equally on the basis of whatever
featuregurn out tomatter to the value of agency.

When Isay that children are mally equal in their claim to agencymeanfirst and
foremostsimply that the value athildrenOagencyblike that ofany agentought, equally, to
be judgedyy relevant features and not ibselevant onesThe prirtiple posits the same type of
indeterminateequalityas SingerOs principkequality that obtains independgraf which
features turn out to be relevant to the value of agency and independently of the extent to which
people of different ages possess those feathiles SingerOmdetermnateprinciple, the
Principle of the Equality of Agency demands a centagpectfuldisposition, a willingness or a
readiness to take any agentOs agency into account, and to judge instances of agency consistently,
by aunified standard that determines theue of agency in a context on the basis of whatever
descriptive features turn out to matter to the value of ag8utyit doesnOt by itself tell us which
features determine the value of agency in fact.
ll. The Determinate Equality of Young PeopleOs Agency

The Principle of the Equality of Agency is not by itself very substantive because it does

nottell uswhich features matter to the value of agey | explainedtheindeterminate
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equality of all beingsOtarests is ensistent with theleterminaténequalityof their interests
Oystersmay be subject to equal consideratiotilad interests even ibysterinterests are
generallyless important than human interests becayseerpain sensations are less robust than
human pain sensations. Similarly, people of all ages may be equal in their claim toiadbiscy
indeterminate senseven if adult claims to agenaye generally stronger than childrenOs because
of differences betwen adults and childrefrowever, believing in the indeterminate inequality of
young people and adults is likely to lead to the conclusion that children and adults are unequal in
the determinate sense, too. If we are not taking children equally serioaslylts, we are
unlikely to conclude that childrenOs choices matter equally to adultsO.

Like theindeterminateequality of interestghe indeterminatequality of agency obtains
independently of descriptive differences between adults and childrés sectionhowever)
want tomake a preliminary case that the further, more substantive type of equality also obtains. |
want toendorse the more contentious claim that children oftemdact, have an equal or
stronger claim to agency than adultaiant to endorse thgeterminateequality oftheagencyof
children and adultgenerally.

First, consider cases of agency exercised by people of different ages that at least at first
glance seem relevantly similar. Consider two people deciding whichsu&s to wear, or
whether to sing and dance in a park or to remain quetstill or whether to receive a hug from
a relative. ChildrenOs claim to agency is typically discounted on grounds of incompetence or
irrationality. Children are thought not tave an equal claim to make their own choices because
it is said that granting children freedom would guarantee thetdsstfuction. But irthe
examples mentioneavhere we can assume there are no significant consequential differences,

putative differenes between adults and children seem irrelevant. Why should rationality or
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competence matter to the value of getting to dance freely, or to resist an unwanigddrg
rationality is(at least sometimegyelevant to performing the act in questton

Child liberationistswill insist that children have an equal claim to se{pression and to
make their own choiceat leasin cases like theséiberationiststhat is,will insist that
sometimes adults and childrarein relevantly similar circumstancestirespect to the value
of their agencyregardless oputative differences in competence or rationalitjollows from
this liberationist positiotthat violating a childOs agency in cases like these is as sewonsg
as violating an adultOghink, moreovemlfor reasons introduced below and discussed at greater
length in the following chapteBthatthe value of childrenOs agency is often enough equal to or
greater than the value of adult agency that we shinsist on the moral equality of ctitlenOs
agency generally.

| have considered cases where youth and adul{sleast putativelyn relevantly
similar circumstanceg\nother reason for thinking that childrenOs claim to agency generally is as
strong as adultsO is that children posdesscter traits that make them better agents in many
contexts than adults. Babies cannot sign housing contracts or apmidpbyt they are
excellent at siciting compassion and caretaking, at getting people tollke and adore them.
Children are better at authenticity, at expressing their true selves; they have been deemed better
at abstract art and creativity; their imaginations are more vivid and explota@njidrenseem
to have more energy, stamina, andlresce. These are genuine human skills, not just relegated
to the realm of OchildOs play,O but vital for human flourishing and for creating a world we all
want to live in. This is part of the reason why itOs important for childrenOs agency to be respected

and deemed equally worthy in its own right, and it is also a reason that childrenOs input ought to

9 See Gopnik47-73; Taylor (1999).
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be included in communal decisiomaking and broader efforts for social charifeese
considerations enhangeung peopleOs claims to agency relative tdsadul

Young people are constantly helping adults lighten up and see whatOs important. As |
write, a child in this coffee shop has captured everyoneOs attention. The child is smiling and
engaging everyone at every table, without a word, standing in theenufithie room. We all
wave and smile bacKhe childlooks me in the eyahey arecompletely open and unafraid. For
a moment, we all look up from our laptops and are in touch with something more human in us.
We are more in touch with and more aware oheatber. The most tighttwound adults come
out of their shells in thpresence of children. IOve sebitdren get their awkward, self
conscious parents to dance in mbaggk groups. Children hold fewer grudges. They encourage
their parents to stop smokinto be more active and to get outside, and they are great at loving
unconditionally. They are more willing to be vulnerable, to forgive, to say what they really think.
In many ways, adults might teetter, more fulfilled choice makers if we let ourseN®es
inspired by children more often, if we were all a bit more childlike. These are all reasons that
children should have more power; these are reasons for thinking clatiretimedave a
stronger claim to agency than adults, and a stronger claimngyagen they are traditionally
granted! look more closely at childrenOs unique strengths in Chapter 3.

| have been discussing cases in which childrenOs unique skills give them a stronger claim
to agency than adults, but it is important to recognizeiticampetencdackinga particular
skill, might also render a personOs agemmevaluable. For a toddler learning to walk, every
freely taken step is significant. If it is important for adults to have spaces that they can safely and
successfully naviga, it is even more important for toddlers. And the best way to get better at

making decisions is to practice making them. Children whose agency is respected and equally
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valued get more practicaaking decisionsRecognizing a childOs legitimate claim sksacross

the room and pick up a toy, and giving them the space to do so, strengthens the muscles required
for choice making generally. Freedom to make smaltate choices has important consequences

as the childOs attention gradually shifts to lasgale, more significant choiceShe adult form

of our prefrontal cortex, the parts of our brains responsible for executive deniglong, takes

shape througfts exercise during childhodd

Importantly, thedeterminateequality of young peopleOs ageisayot undermined by
legal or practical considerations that may legitimize treaheghdifferently. As we will see in
the next chapter, opponents of youth liberation claim that adults have a right to freedom and
children lack it in part because thereOwapto design social systems that respect a childOs or a
babyOs right to choose. Adults get to make their own choices and babies donOt because having a
legal systenba morally worthy goabrequires us to draw that line between them, to specify
who shouldbe free legally overall. But thadeterminateequality of young people means that to
the extent that young people and older people are relevantly similarly situated, to the extent that
they possess the same relevant features, their agency is equabyleald thus their claim to
agency is equally strong.

Practical or legal considerations, while they may warrant legal discrimination or the
attribution of different legal rights, do not change the relative value of agency for the agents
themselves. Peoplof all agesvho are relevantly similar, relative to the act under consideration,
have an equal claim to agency, even if practical considerations require us to distinguish between
them. This is support for the view that a toddler and an adult might haagual claim to resist
an unwanted hug, even if, for practical reasons, only the adultOs claim (and not the toddlerOs) can

be legally recognized. Thaeterminatequality of childrenOs and adultOs agency should not be

2 Gopnik, 13.
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denied on grounds of broader pradtimalegal considerations that are distinct from the relevant
features of the people themselves.

In this section, have been building a preliminary case for die¢erminateequality of
young peopleOs agency. | have argued, first, that children anchaelsisnetimes in
circumstances that are relevantly similar and thus have an equal claim to agency in thpse cases
regardless of their rational autonon8econd, | have pointed out that sometimes young peopleOs
claim to agency is stronger than ad@, afrhes because young people possess skills that adults
lack, at other times because young peopleOs skills are underdeveloped relative to adultsO. Finally,
| have insisted that legal or practical considerations are not a legitimate basis for denying the
moralequality of young people@therwise similainstances ofigency.

The case | have built is meredyggestivein part becase | have not yet considered
opposing viewpointsn the next chapter, | pause to consider the strongest cases against young
people®equality that | have encountered. The central thesis of thediarstionist positions
is that adults have, and youth lack, a right to-determination. That is, adiberationists insist
on theinequality of young peopleOs ageringisting thaadultfreedomis more valuable and
thus that adults have a stronger claim to agesmowss the board. After considering the-anti
liberationist viewsn more depth, we will be in a better position to defdrekquality of young

peopleOs agency more fully.
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CHAPTER TWO
THE CASE AGAINST YOUTH LIBERATION

In this chapter, I present a variety of arguments against the moral equality of children and
adults, and I begin to build a case against these arguments. In Section I, I explain in a generalized
way the central dispute between youth liberationists and those who oppose youth liberation (anti-
liberationists). In Section II, I present three different defenses of the anti-liberationists’ main
conclusion: that adults have, and youth lack, a right to self-determination. In Section III, I pause
to consider a position defended by James Dwyer, who agrees with anti-liberationists that children
and adults are morally unequal in some respects. Unlike the anti-liberationists, however, Dwyer
insists that young people are morally superiorto adults, and that young people’s interests are
therefore more important than adults’ similar interests.'

In Section IV, I start to build the case against the anti-liberationist argument, and I show
that the case I begin to build can be extended to Dwyer’s view as well. I argue that Dwyer and
the anti-liberationists violate the Principle of the Equality of Interests and the Principle of the
Equality of Agency,” respectively, by denying the indeterminate equality of people of all ages.
Consideration of Dwyer’s position will help us see why it’s wrong to deny young people’s
equality in either direction.

The Principle of the Equality of Interests and the Principle of the Equality of Agency

entail that young people’s interests and choices are, in general, neither morally superior nor

g,

* I discuss these in Chapter 1.
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inferior to adults’. Both principles require that we give equal respect and consideration to people
of all ages, though they allow for differences in the types of treatment that result from equal
consideration and respect. I think that by denying an important aspect of children’s equality,
Dwyer and the anti-liberationists fail to give young people’s interests and choices the respect and
consideration they deserve. The anti-liberationists err in part by failing to take children and
adults equally seriously as social actors in their own right. Like members of all races, genders,
and species, we are all equal in that our relevantly similar interests and our similar instances of
agency matter equally. It is because of this that we are equally deserving of respect and
consideration.

In the chapters that follow, I respond more fully to the anti-liberationist. Specifically, in
Chapter 3, I challenge the traditional notions of rationality and autonomy on which all three of
the anti-liberationist arguments depend. Then, in Chapter 4, I look more closely at adultism, the
oppression of young people, and claim that denying young people a right to self-determination
reinforces and is reinforced by their oppression more broadly. Finally, in Chapter 5, I discuss
specific examples of justified paternalism and imagine what liberation for children might be like.
I. Liberation and Anti-Liberation

Youth liberation is a movement founded on the central thesis that youth ought to be freed
from adultism a ubiquitous, oppressive binary power structure that secures young people’s
inferior status legally and socially. This structure is binary in the sense that it treats all people as
falling into one of two categories — youth or adult — with little or no recognition of a middle
ground between these two groups. Youth liberation is often immediately discounted as too

radical and too sweeping in its critique of the existing culture.’ Like critics of liberation

? Archard (1993), 74: “There are problems with any polemic, especially one designed to demolish a conventional
wisdom. The central one is that rhetorical criticism of this kind is anxious to do as much damage as possible.”
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movements for other groups, including people of color, women, non-heterosexual people, and
nonhumans, critics of youth liberation are quick to defend the existing hierarchical structures as
natural or necessary on the basis of perceived features of the oppressed group.

In contemporary American culture, age segregation is ubiquitous. Most U.S. schools
separate students by age, so that young people are cut off throughout most of their young lives
from people even a couple years older or younger than they are. More emphatically, our culture
imposes a boundary that separates youth from adults overall. In the U.S., this boundary is
marked most forcefully at age 18 by laws that differentiate people above and below this age, but
it is reinforced in thousands of other ways by social practices that treat youth as an inferior class.
Not only are young people’s interests routinely discounted and disvalued relative to adults —
youth are disproportionately victims of violence, abuse, humiliation and ridicule; public spaces
tend not to cater to their needs; there are no safe, viable transportation options for youth,
relatively few opportunities for public expression and leisure, and a general lack of meaningful
opportunities to interact with the broader world around them* — so also are their choices. Adults
are seen as having a right to do what they want, generally, as long as it doesn’t harm others.
Young people are seen as lacking this right. Instead, adults are granted the authority to make
decisions for young people, to tell young people what to do, and to force them to do it whenever
adults deem force warranted.

Adults are said to enjoy a wide range of freedoms that youth are denied — the freedom to
choose their political representatives, to move about in the world, to pursue projects and hobbies
that interest them, to wear and eat what they want, and, more generally, to have their choices be
effective. Youth are denied these freedoms legally and practically; during most of their waking

hours, they are told what to do and how to do it by adults who occupy carefully designed (often

* I take up these themes in Chapter 4.
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financially compensated) authoritative roles. Youth get no say in who their representatives will
be — they also are usually seen as not having a legitimate claim to be able to choose what to
wear. When they are granted this claim to choose their clothing, it is notably weaker than an
adult’s corresponding claim, which is fortified by the adult’s right to freedom generally.” Adults
are given space to make choices, and these choices warrant respect even when they are self-
destructive, but children’s choices are often dismissed on the grounds that they conflict with
children’s interests.

Youth liberationists have argued that this differential valuing of youth and adult choices
involves an unjust double standard, and, moreover, that the sorting of youth and adults into two
distinct categories is a social construction aimed at preserving adult power and privilege.® They
maintain that our social practices and the ways we think and talk about people of different ages
create the illusion that there are two distinct groups of people and that there are vast differences
between these two groups and significant homogeneity within them.” For youth liberationists, the
age-based division of all people into two categories, and the corresponding illusions of between-
group difference and within-group homogeneity underlie the double standard that leads to the
inferior treatment of young people.

This double standard concerns which circumstances warrant an individual’s freedom and
how much one’s choices matter that is, how strong their claim is to pursue those choices, how
seriously their choices ought to be taken, and conversely, which conditions legitimize interfering

with them. Liberationists point out that as far as current practices are concerned, these questions

* On claims and rights, see Chapter 1, Section II.

6 See, e.g., Farson, 26-41; Holt; Harris; Cohen, 44-45. For more on the social construction of childhood, see Chapter
4, Section I.

" Holt, 25.
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have one answer for adults, and a different answer for young people. The problem that
liberationists describe is not just that youth are completely deprived of control over their own
lives, but that, like the wires of a bird cage,”® this deprivation and the double standard in which it
is rooted contribute to young people’s oppression more generally.’

In contrast, anti-liberationists defend the need for drawing a single age-based line that
separates all younger people from all older people socially, legally and morally. The line is
drawn at different ages by different thinkers, and for most it is rough around the edges, but they
agree that a single line needs to be drawn somewhere, even when they admit that additional, less
prominent lines might also be drawn. That is, the binary distinction between youth (or, as we will
see, alternatively, very young children) and adults may not be the only important age-based
difference to recognize, but it is the central one. Anti-liberationists defend standard practices that
treat young people and their choices as inferior, including strict age-based segregation and the
complete control that adults are granted over the lives of young people. Adult control over young
people requires the division of youth and adults into two identifiably distinct categories. In this
sense, anti-liberationists seek to preserve the status quo, children’s present “place” in society,"
and they are explicit in denying both the necessity and the appropriateness of calls for radical
change."'

Anti-liberationists argue that adults’ choices warrant freedom — adults ought to get to
make their own choices — on the grounds that adults are autonomous, and they understand

autonomy as the capacity for effective choice-making or self-government. The skills taken to

8 Frye, 4-5.

? Cohen, 9.

' Purdy, 57.

" Purdy, 125; Archard, 207-208; Schapiro, 721. Unless otherwise noted, references to Archard are to his (1993)
Children: Rights and Childhood
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underlie this capacity include rationality, which gets spelled out differently on different accounts.
Anti-liberationists agree that autonomy is a necessary condition for grounding a right to freedom,
and that adults meet this condition and children don’t. Thus anti-liberationists deny that there is a
double standard at play that unjustly disvalues young people’s choices. Instead, their appeal to
autonomy is an attempt to articulate a single standard for granting someone a right to freedom,
and they try to show that only adults meet that standard. By focusing squarely on securing and
defending adult control over young people, anti-liberationists ignore the broader social structures
that constitute adultism.

Below I discuss three prominent anti-liberationist defenses of autonomy as the basis for
attributing rights to freedom: one based on the Kantian ideal of acting in accord with the
categorical imperative, another that points to consequentialist considerations, and a final defense
rooted in “common sense” presuppositions of modern political liberalism. These three positions
are prominent and well-developed strategies for defending young people’s inferiority. Indeed,
they also arguably align with the most ubiquitous and well-trodden strands of moral theory. I
consider their shared commitments, as well as some important differences among the three
views. These differences are important for understanding the nuances of my response to anti-
liberationism, which takes shape more fully in Chapter 3.

Tamar Schapiro, Laura Purdy, and David Archard each subscribe to one or another
version of the following intuitively appealing argument:

1. Rational autonomy is what matters for attaining a right to self-determination.

2. Adults are rationally autonomous and children aren’t.

Conclusion: Adults have a right to self-determination and children lack this right.

I present three versions of this anti-liberationist argument. All three versions appeal to a notion

of rational autonomy. Though they offer different analyses of rational autonomy, they agree that
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it is a mental capacity — a competence — possessed by individuals, and they construe this
competence as a normative ideal, something it is good to have. Indeed, on all three views,
rational autonomy forms the very basis on which one enjoys a right to self-determination. We
can think of self-determination as the exercise of one’s agency, or moving oneself about from the
inside, though I will argue later that anti-liberationists sometimes unfairly pack a more
substantive conception of rational choice-making into the notion of self-determination.

The rationally autonomous agent is a familiar figure in contemporary philosophy. He has
his emotions and intentions all in order. He generally pursues what he deems valuable, and is
pretty good at reasoning though complex situations to make the best decisions. We might think
of his prototypical activity as buying a house or applying for jobs after law school. The rational
agent has clear plans for his life, and his desires generally align with them. He knows what he
wants and how to get it, and he attends to the needs of others in proper proportion to his own.

In contrast to the rationally autonomous agent buying a house or pursuing a career in law,
imagine a family picnic, in which family members of all ages engage in a variety of activities. A
parent and teenager are prepping the food, a sibling plays the ukulele while a group of relatives
ages two to ninety-two sing along, and a game of catch has spontaneously arisen. The activities
at the family picnic appeal to all ages, and people of all ages can participate in them. Even the
youngest infant is included, visibly excited to be outside, and then eventually crying to be fed
and changed. She is young enough that she needs to be held, but she has a clear preference for
who does the holding, and she makes it known. She likes to be near the music.

While the family picnic is intended to exemplify an ageless space, a space where people
of all ages can participate and this participation can be valued equally, even here, for the anti-

liberationists, there is an important age-based boundary to mark, a boundary that fixes the right
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to self-determination. For one to have a right to self-determination means, for the anti-
liberationist, that one has the strongest kind of claim there is to make one’s own choices. One’s
having a right to self-determination implies that one has a legitimate, overriding claim to be able

”1

to have one’s choices be effective, to be “left to lead their own lives as they see fit.”'* The reason
that adults have a right to self-determination is that, for adults, getting to exercise their choices is
taken to be of supreme value. The freedom to self-determine is taken to be the appropriate
default for adults; that is, it is supposed to be wrong to interfere with an adult’s choice except
and to the extent that there is some good reason to do so. For the anti-liberationist, youth are not
granted the same default.

For anti-liberationists, part of the reason that autonomy is a necessary condition for
having a right to self-determination is that autonomy renders one’s freedom to self-determine
very valuable. For those belowthe relevant boundary, there is no such right to self-
determination; young people’s self-determination is seen by the anti-liberationist as markedly
less valuable than adults’. Since youth are taken to lack a right to self-determination, interfering
with a young person’s choice is never thought to constitute a violation of their right to choose.
On this picture, the ten-year-old’s claim to spend some time chatting with his uncle, rather than,
say, be forced for no reason to join the music circle, is much less demanding than the uncle’s
claim to do the same. And if an aggressive in-law forces a hug or a kiss on an unwilling relative,
the gravity of the offense, or at least the extent to which it violates one’s claim to self-
determination, depends on the age of the victim.

This is what is entailed by drawing a line that distinguishes the value of choice-making
for adults and children, and consequently the strength of each group’s claim to make choices.

Those above the boundary are thought to have the strongest claims to freedom. While those

12 Archard, 77.
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below the boundary may have some claim to freedom, theirs is weaker than that of those above
the boundary. Indeed, it is precisely this division in the strength of claims to freedom that the
boundary is supposed to mark; anti-liberationism in its most general terms just is the view that
the division is morally justified, and that therefore, so are the social, legal and political systems
built on that division.
Il. Three Anti-Liberationist Positions

I begin with Tamar Schapiro’s characterization of childhood as a predicament. Schapiro
endorses an explicitly Kantian account of the difference between adults and children, claiming
that adults have, and children lack, a will of their own, that is, a principled, regulative,
authoritative self that adjudicates between one’s conflicting motivations.'’ This view counts as a
version of the caretaker thesis, the anti-liberationist position that differences between youth and
adults warrant young people’s wholesale subjection to adult control. I move on to consider Laura
Purdy’s version of the caretaker thesis, which defends adult paternalism on utilitarian grounds,
insisting that children need to be temporarily subject to adult control in order that they can
exercise rights of self-determination as adults. Purdy’s defense of paternalism, I argue,
overcomes some of the shortcomings of Schapiro’s. In particular, by recognizing that the
differences between youth and adults are differences of degree, and not of kind, Purdy’s account
more accurately represents the changes we undergo as we transition from youth to adulthood.
Nonetheless, like Schapiro’s, Purdy’s account mischaracterizes both children and adults.

Finally, I turn to David Archard. Archard sees himself as occupying a more acceptable

middle ground between the caretaker thesis and youth liberation by granting adolescents equal
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rights of self-determination but denying them to very young children.'* I think Archard’s defense
of paternalism towards children is the most nuanced and strongest of the three. Archard’s
account also goes a long way towards liberating older children, whom Archard believes to have
crossed the crucial moral threshold. Nonetheless, Archard’s account also suffers from notable
difficulties.
Tamar $hapiroOs Childhood as a Predicament

Schapiro starts from our everyday attitudes and intuitions: that we have special
obligations to young people, to raisethem, “whether they like it or not,” and that there is a
different significance in what young people say and do."” We also don’t hold young people
responsible in the same ways that we hold adults responsible for what adults say and do. We take
children’s actions less seriously, “or, rather, we do not take it seriously in the same way.”16 She
sets out to defend these intuitions by asking what is a childShe seeks a principled way to
distinguish between adults and children that justifies the differences in how we treat children and
adults.'” Her answer is that children’s agency, unlike adult agency, is undeveloped.'®

Schapiro appeals directly to Kant, viewing adults as active, autonomous agents whose
decisions ought to be respected.”” The criterion for active agency is rational autonomy, the ability
to reflect on one’s choices and ask how one ought to act. Active agency also requires the ability

to vote and to make independent choices. Those who are not fit to vote, but nonetheless have
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some reflective capacities, some capacity to act on the basis of reasons, are dependent and thus
imperfect. Because of this, they occupy a political second class. For Kant, this included all
women and children, as well as other groups.*’ Unlike nonhuman animals, who are fully
determined by their instincts and unable to consider how they ought to act, children face a
special predicament, according to Schapiro. Children are able to reflect on their choices, to think
about how they should act, and to consider the force of conflicting motivations within them. But
unlike adults, children are not yet able to regulate their wills in accord with reason, that is, they
are unable to act on principle and in accord with the categorical imperative.”' Importantly,
Schapiro denies that we should think of the transition from childhood to adulthood in terms of
degrees. For her, the difference between youth and adults is a difference in moral and political
status. This status is a difference of kind, not of degree. Degrees of difference, she claims, cannot
be the whole story in discussions of children’s status relative to adults’, much as, according to
her, the difference in status between a master and an apprentice cannot be fully captured by their
differing degrees of skill.”*

Schapiro compares children to Kant’s pre-political society.”> On Kant’s view, she claims,
persons in the state of nature feel the normative force of claims of property rights and justice, but
since there is no central authority, they lack the basis for justifying these claims. This is a tension
that leaves people in the pre-political society in an unstable place. Thus, people in the state of

nature ultimately need to “pull themselves together” to form a society.** Like the pre-political
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society, children are in an unstable state. They feel the normative pull of different reasons and

> the basic unified structure

motivations, but they lack an “established deliberative perspective,
necessary to speak in one’s own voice, and the authority to adjudicate properly between
conflicting motivations. It is their lack of a unified self, a voice of their own, that warrants adult
paternalism towards young people. This is what Schapiro means when she says that adult agency
is fully developed and children’s is not.*

On Schapiro’s account, the way that children move from childhood to adulthood is
through play.>” What children say and do should not be interpreted as genuine expressions of
their wills, but as forms of play. Even 16-year-olds, on her view, are merely provisional selves.”®
This is why we say “he’s only a child,” or, of a teenager, “he got in with the wrong crowd.”* In
addition, she thinks, we should see children as gaining the capacity to exercise discretion within
an ever-increasing range of domains.”® Adults have special obligations to children, she
concludes, because childhood is seen as a “temporary deviation” from the norm of adulthood.’’
Children are not wild animals, and thus we cannot treat them any way we please.’” Instead, we

have an obligation to help them escape the limits of childhood, to become adults. We do this by

refraining from interfering with their actions in certain domains of discretion wherein they are
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able to exercise free choice, and by helping their agency develop. Our responsibility as adults is
to help children escape the unstable and non-ideal state of childhood and to awaken them to their
own freedom.”

Schapiro succeeds in bringing the Kantian ideal of rational autonomy to bear in the
discussion over children’s rights, but the standards she evokes for securing a right to freedom are
perhaps too stringent, even for adults. Kant’s rational ideal is a paradigm of the liberal notion of
autonomy, construing rational autonomy as a mental capacity — indeed the definitive cognitive
feature — of human adults. Rational autonomy is seen as the ideal form of agency, a type of
sovereignty that individuals have over themselves. This gives adult humans a unique moral
status. In contrast, Purdy and Archard both ease the requirements for freedom, construing the
relevant competence as a matter of degree and as a collection of distinct skills and traits of
character. For them, unlike for Schapiro, the difference between those who are rationally
autonomous and those who aren’t is not a difference in intrinsic moral status. Instead, for Purdy
and Archard, the moral line between children and adults follows from a pragmatic need to
distinguish between those who are generally competent “enough” to lead their own lives and
those who aren’t.

Laura Purdy and the Caretaker Thesis

Schapiro and Purdy offer different defenses of the caretaker thesis. Purdy summarizes

and rejects what she takes be two main liberationist attempts to defend equal rights for children,

. . . . 34 . .
one based on considerations of justice,’ the other on considerations of consequences.>
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According to Purdy, the liberationist argument based on justice is that equal rights for children
follows from a basic principle of justice, which states that like cases ought to be treated alike.*
Purdy claims that proponents of this view appeal to a notion of rationality that is too inclusive,
according to which rationality is a mere capacity to reason instrumentally.’” Her claim is that
liberationists argue that attributing different sets of rights to youth and adults is unjust because
youth and adults equally meet this minimal standard of rationality.’® She thinks the liberationist
holds further that assigning equal rights to youth and adults has better consequences than
withholding adult rights from younger people.

Instead of construing rationality as the mere capacity for instrumental reasoning, Purdy
advances a more restrictive notion of rationality, which includes the ability to plan systematic

3% and she argues that basing the right

“utility-enhancing projects and having a rational life plan,
to self-determination on this more restrictive notion of rationality has better consequences for

young people, their future adult selves, and society generally, than basing the right to freedom on
the liberationist’s more inclusive notion of rationality.** Her more restrictive notion of rationality

involves traits that youth lack: extensive experiential knowledge, the capacity to accurately judge

other people’s interests, and character traits,*' or “enabling virtues,”** such as self-control, “the
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capacity to resist temptations that interfere with a previously set goal.”** Purdy’s response to the
liberationist argument from justice is thus that assigning different rights for children and adults is
not a violation of the principle that requires similar treatment of like cases because adults and
children differ in morally relevant ways.**

For Purdy, developing the capacities of rationality in her restricted sense is also necessary
for children’s moral development, which makes cultivating these traits essential to “the survival
of civilization.”* She appeals to a developmental model,* pointing out that people go through a
series of distinct developmental stages on their way to maturity. Since, on this model, children
are in a “special period of learning,”*” during which the desirable traits she names are most
effectively instilled, she insists that children need to be carefully controlled by adults. She argues
that young people need “loving but firm control,”** meaning strict, adult-imposed boundaries and
discipline. Compulsory schooling is the prototypical example Purdy gives of a worthwhile limit
on children’s freedom, one that is necessary for shaping children into adults with traits she deems
desirable.* On her view, we rightly deprive children rights of self-determination in order that
they will be able to exercise rights of self-determination as adults. She takes these
consequentialist considerations to undermine the liberationist’s call for more (equal) freedom for

children.
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According to Purdy, granting children the same rights as adults would weaken parental
authority by “severing the asymmetrical legal ties that now bind parents and children together,”
rendering parents “more reluctant to provide for their children the kind of early training that now
appears to be necessary for responsible and moral behavior later,” and “adolescents would be

% Moreover, equal rights for children would

less likely to take their parents’ guidance seriously.
abolish compulsory schooling and it would “propel many children into the workplace at an early
age, where, without education, they would be prepared for only the most menial jobs,””" further
exacerbating socioeconomic inequality. For Purdy, granting equal rights to children would be
like “releasing mental patients from state hospitals without alternative provision for them.”* She
thinks that these are all good consequentialist reasons not to assign the same rights to children
and adults.

Purdy’s arguments above are negative arguments, in the sense that they aim to discount
and reject liberationist calls for equal rights for children. Purdy believes her methodology shifts
the burden of proof to the liberationist, who must show that a new way of treating children is
preferable, given the strong enough case she builds in defense of “common sense”™ practices
that restrict children’s choices in ways that would be inappropriate for adults.”* While Purdy’s
description of the differences between youth and adults is more accurate than Schapiro’s, since

Purdy recognizes these as differences of degree and not of kind, I think that like Schapiro, Purdy

has misunderstood the liberationist position and failed to establish her conclusion that young
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people’s segregation and subjection to adult control are morally mandated by the former’s
unique traits and capacities.
David ArchardOs Middle Ground

David Archard criticizes both youth liberation and the caretaker thesis, advancing instead
a “middle ground” position, holding that “not all children should be denied rights, but not all
children should be given them. Instead there should be a presumption that younger children
cannot whereas older children, that is teenagers, can exercise rights of self-determination.”
Although the case he builds is admittedly inconclusive,’® and although his position is an
improvement over Purdy’s since he has lowered the age of segregation, Archard’s view is still
squarely in the anti-liberationist camp. Archard is defending the practice of drawing a distinct
boundary between younger and older people and assigning control and a right to self-
determination exclusively to the older group. In this way, he is attempting to fortify and justify
the binary distinction that youth liberationists cite as a central component of young people’s
oppression.

Archard’s key strategy is to disarm the standard attacks against drawing a boundary
between youth and adults, in particular the charges that any such boundary is necessarily
arbitrary, and that it falsely portrays youth as incompetent.”’ We set particular speed limits even
though they are imperfect guides to what counts as safe driving. Likewise, he believes, we are
warranted in implementing age-based restrictions if age is a good indication of the probability
that someone’s competence warrants the restriction. The speed limit is justified even if in some

circumstances one can drive safely above the limit, just as the age restriction is warranted even if
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some people below the limit are competent enough to do what they’re being restricted from
doing.’® If enough people below the limit are competent enough to do what they’re being
restricted from doing, this is evidence that the line has been drawn in the wrong place, but does
not speak against drawing a line per se” This is an argument that it’s not arbitrary to draw a
sharp boundary even when variation at the margins means that there is an imprecise match
between the boundary and the features it is set to distinguish. If age is a reliable, albeit inexact,
indication of someone’s competence, at least the competence to make important life choices,
then this argument speaks in favor of assigning the legal right to make choices based on age, by
responding to the worry that any particular age would be arbitrary.

And while he argues at length against the charge of arbitrariness, Archard offers only a
brief sketch in favor of drawing a line in the first place: “if society does need to separate and
categorise persons, then lines of separation will have to be drawn, divisions between the
categories agreed. This is especially likely when the society in question has developed a legal

%% He continues, “Anyone who uses the language of rights — as do child liberationists —

system.
must be prepared to exclude somethings from the class of rights-holders. Child liberationists are
not necessarily animal liberationists, and the latter are not necessarily flora liberationists...There

"%l He also appeals to

would be no distinguishing status at all if nothing lacked rights.
developmental psychology to insist that human development occurs through a series of

successive stages and that while there aren’t “radical breaks” between the stages, the
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developmental model does see certain “distinct cumulative and qualitative changes,” which he
thinks supports the use of age-based categories to determine the distribution of rights.®*

Archard’s arguments for basing the distribution of legal rights on age presuppose that age
is a reliable indication of one’s competence (after all, he points out, “the very young display

”),% and he insists that possessing particular rights requires particular

serious incompetence
competences, that is, the ability or capacity, to exercise the right in question. The reason is that
rights are supposed to correspond to what is of “sufficient, perhaps even overriding, importance
or value to us,” but if, for example, “children cannot in fact make choices then, obviously,
making choices is not something that can have value for them.”** And indeed, on grounds of
incompetence, he denies children — at least infants and very young children — liberty rights, that
is, rights that involve the exercise of free choices, such as rights to vote, to speech, to religious
worship, etc.”

In addition to liberty rights, Archard distinguishes welfare rights, rights to the “protection

%% or our most basic and strongest

and promotion of fundamental elements of our well-being,
interests, such as health and education. While very young children clearly have interests, and
thus on Archard’s view count as possessors of welfare rights, they lack the capacity to exercise

their welfare rights independently, that is to secure the protection of their most basic interests for

themselves.®” For Archard, one’s having a right to self-determination requires both the
garig q
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possession of liberty rights and the independent exercise of welfare rights.®® Archard holds that
younger children are not self-determining agents and thus denies them rights of self-
determination.”

Archard argues for attributing rights of self-determination to older, but not to younger,
children by appeal to a “central and influential presumption of modern liberal political
philosophy,” which holds that adults should be “left to lead their own lives as they see fit,”
because they are rational, autonomous decision-makers.”’ He cites the motivation for this view in
J.S. Mill’s On Liberty that rational autonomy renders adults the best judges of what’s in their
interests, and “acting on the contrary presumption, that others may know better, is likely to lead

9971

to far worse outcomes.”’" Put differently, “liberals presume that normal, sane adult human beings

are capable of making sensible choices about how to lead their lives.”’>

It is this capacity that
undergirds adults’ right to self-determination. “The capacity in question is most frequently
described as that of rational autonomy,” and he explicates the notion of rational autonomy by
appeal to three others: rationality, maturity, and independence.”

Rationality, for Archard, is a type of instrumental rationality that requires certain

cognitive competences, including the possession of coherent desires that one can prioritize and

act on accordingly, which in turn requires the knowledge and experience necessary to be able to
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form reliable beliefs about the world.”* The relevant notion of maturity, for Archard, is also
derived from Mill. It includes emotional balance, “with stable and relatively invariant desires and

clear plans for their lives.””

The child is considered, in contrast, “temperamentally unstable,
prone to sudden and dramatic changes of emotion, flitting from one desire to another,” and thus
more likely to make impulsive decisions in the grip of these flitting emotions.”® By
independence, Archard means having the “personal resources,” to be able “to act out one’s
choices.””” While one’s independence in this sense is normally affected by one’s socioeconomic
status and other external features, for infants and the very young it is not: “infants and the very
young are dependent upon adults to act for them.””®

I have summarized Archard’s argument for holding that children, at least very young
ones, and adults are unequal in their moral claim to be able to make their own choices: adults and
older children have, while infants and very young children lack, a right to self-determination.
Archard sees the possession of a right as grounded in features whose possession is a matter of
crossing a sort of threshold or moral watershed.”” One’s having a right to self-determination
requires rational autonomy, which for Archard includes instrumental rationality, maturity and
independence. He grounds his argument in what he takes to be a basic tenet of modern political

liberalism, that rational, autonomous adults, because they are rational and autonomous, should be

left to live their lives as they see fit. Infants are clearly not rationally autonomous; older children
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are. Somewhere between these ages, one becomes rationally autonomous, at which point one
crosses an important moral watershed, and acquires once and for all a full right to self-
determination. The age at which age to draw the line to recognize one’s legal right to self-
determination may be a matter of contention, but we are justified in drawing the line
somewheré&’

I11. James Dwyer and the Moral Superiority of Children

Recently, a friend of mine who is also a parent was told by her auto mechanic that her car
was unsafe to drive with a child. If it’s unsafe for her child, I thought, isn’t it equally unsafe for
her? But children are more important, she said. We care more about what happens to them. She
got rid of her car. James Dwyer defends this type of thinking by arguing for the moral superiority
of children, insisting that young people outdo adults on all counts by which we conventionally
ascribe moral status.®' Dwyer’s view is worth pausing to consider here. I will argue that like the
anti-liberationists’, Dwyer’s argument conflicts with an important principle of equality.

Based on the findings of empirical psychologists, Dwyer creates a list of features that
trigger four mechanisms on which he claims we base our ascriptions of moral status. He calls the
items on this list markers of moral statuShey are the features a being has to have for it to
matter in itself, for us to owe it respect. The list includes being alive, being sentient, being in
relationship (having others who care about you), higher cognitive functioning (including being
the subject of a life — with desires, perception, an ability to act, preferences, a sense of a future,
rationality, moral agency, and autonomy), and even (perhaps) talent, beauty, virtue, and

innocence.*?
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Indeed, one central aim of Dwyer’s is to reject single-criterion views of moral status.™
These views ground moral status in some single feature, such as personhood or rationality, and
claim that something either has or lacks this feature, and thus counts as a moral subject or does
not. On Dwyer’s view, whether a being is a moral subject (that is, whether we ought to consider
it non-instrumentally in making decisions that affect it) is a matter of many different features; a
being may have some or all of these features, and each of these features may be possessed to
different degrees.* Children, according to Dwyer, possess a very high degree of most of the
qualities that are treated as markers of moral status, whereas others (maybe snails and very, very
old people) possess very little.*” For example, he claims children are more alive:
we should consider the degrees to which preadolescent children and middle-aged adults
respectively manifest growth through metabolism, reproduction, adaptation to the
environment, ingestion of food, self-produced mobility, expressiveness, spiritedness,
animation, reactiveness to stimuli, goal directedness, a will to live, and ambition. It seems
indisputable that on most of these attributes constitutive of aliveness, young children
outdo adults, and in dramatic fashion.*®
Dwyer goes on to point out that children grow faster, both intellectually and physically, that they
are constantly in motion, and that they are more active.®’ These are some of the reasons that he
thinks children are morally superior.

Like the anti-liberationists, I think Dwyer is too reliant on our everyday intuitions, and

not sufficiently attuned to the ways that oppression shapes those intuitions. Dwyer wants to make

$232-44.
%33, 44-53,
3,

¥ Chs.
8151.

87151-153.

52



sense of why we tend to think a child’s pain matters more than a cat or dog’s identical pain. The
markers of moral status, for him, are whatever we actually take to matter morally (once this is
adequately subjected to rational scrutiny). On his view, the widespread intuition that a person’s
suffering matters more than a cat or dog’s, even when the suffering is identiaakans that
people have a higher moral status than cats and dogs, and this is due to some difference between
people and dogs, other than the suffering itself.* I think this approach too quickly reinforces
whatever oppressive or otherwise unjust intuitions we happen to hold.

Consider, as Dwyer notes, that we assign very different significance to the suffering of a
factory-farmed animal than to the identical suffering of a household pet. Dwyer takes this to
suggest that dogs are objectively more morally significant than cattle and then sets out to identify
the features that underlie this objective difference.” (Being cared about by others makes it onto
his final list, and for him may be what makes the difference in the case being considered.) On my
view, in contrast, the difference between our concern for cattle and dogs more likely suggests
that these concerns are heavily influenced by contingent aspects of our culture (in this case,
especially, the factory farming industry). Rather than search for grounds on which to base our
discriminatory feelings and practices, we should instead first investigate the social forces that
give rise to such disparate responses to the like suffering of different kinds of beings.

On Dwyer’s view we tend to reach the height of our moral worthiness between 6 and 12
and decline thereafter, as we enter and pass through adulthood.” One’s moral status in turn
determines to what extent we ought to consider one’s interests. For example, those of higher

moral status ought to have their interests taken more seriously. On Dwyer’s view, it’s not just
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that children’s choices or interests are usually stronger. More radically, for Dwyer, children’s
interests ought to be taken more seriously than adult interests, even when the interests themselves
are identical The moral superiority of children means younger people’s interests deserve greater
(rather than equal) consideration.”’ This is a direct violation of Singer’s Principle of Equality, as
Dwyer notes.

Dwyer is not an anti-liberationist, but his view has similar shortcomings. Both Dwyer and
the anti-liberationists deny children’s equality, not just in the determinate sense, but in the
indeterminate sense that children don’t even get to have their identical interests or choices
considered equally. Dwyer thinks that because children possess the markers of moral status to a
greater degree than adults, children’s interests (even interests that are otherwise identical) should
be weighed on a different moral scale. Anti-liberationists think that because adults are rationally
autonomous, their choices (even choices that are otherwise identical) should be weighed on a
different moral scale. Both views are in plain conflict with the principles of equality I have been
discussing. I turn now towards a defense of this claim.

IV. Dwyer and the Anti-Liberationists Violate Equality Principles

Archard defines choice and self-determination in terms of rational autonomy. He reserves
the labels ‘choice’ and ‘self-determination’ for actions of agents who are rationally autonomous
in his sense. In doing so, he has by fiat prevented toddlers and very young children from
counting as choice-makers or self-determined agents in the first place. °> Denying that young
children’s purposeful actions count as choices allows Archard to dismiss the unfairness charge:
we are not unfairly disvaluing children’s freedom to choose compared to adults because

whatever children are doing does not count as choosing in the first place. Children don’t get the
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right to freedom because the relevant freedom is the freedom to self-determine — to have one’s
choices be effective — and children aren’t self-determining agents. Schapiro makes a similar
move, denying that children have the capacities (among them self-government) whose exercise
freedom is thought to protect. For Purdy, like the others, children are thought not to warrant
freedom because they are thought not to be capable of effectively acting freely. One who lacks a
capacity for self-determination cannot enjoy a right to self-determination. For the anti-
liberationist, this is as it should be.

But this move raises a problem of its own. If we build a substantive liberal conception of
rational autonomy into the concept of self-determination, then it is not clear why the liberal
conception ought to ground a right to agency, that is, a right to act, to steer one’s life from the
inside. When I talk of freedom, I mean freedom in a broad sense. For agents who lack the
capacity to be “running their own lives,” freedom nonetheless includes a broad notion of agential
efficacy- the freedom to express oneself, to participate actively where and how one is able, to
move oneself about, and to act (purposefully or impulsively). The anti-liberationist denial to
children of a right to self-determination encompasses this broader right to freedom. Agents who
are not rational, on this picture, have no right to activeparticipation no right to do whatever it is
they’re doing. Since one’s claim to freedom is based on the value of freedom, the difference the
anti-liberationists mark between children and adults’ claims to freedom indicates a difference in
the value the anti-liberationists attribute to the freedom of children and adults.

For anti-liberationists, when adults are granted the right to freedom, it doesn’t just apply
to rational decision-making, but more broadly to any of the variety of actions and activities in
which rationally autonomous adults participate, including actions based on impulse. And when

children are denied a right to freedom, this doesn’t just mean that children lack the right to run

55



their lives or plan their futures. On this picture, children lack the right to actmore broadly.
Children have no right to exercise their agency. Adults have this right. While they may have
some claim to act in some cases, children’s claim to agency is decidedly weaker than an adult’s
corresponding claim, according to anti-liberationism. The problem for the anti-liberationist is to
say why, if they include rational autonomy as an essential component of self-determination, self-
determination ought to ground one’s claim to agency, which includes much more than merely
rationally autonomous agency.

On the other hand, if we want to preserve the normative force of self-determination and
count self-determination as the only compelling grounds for one’s claim to agency, then self-
determination should not be defined in terms of the substantive liberal conception of rational
autonomy. Many types of activities do not require the kinds of capacities that anti-liberationists
include in their notion of rational autonomy. When these capacities are not relevant to a
particular activity, the value of the freedom to participate in the activity should not depend on
whether one possesses the capacities. The value of having the freedom to stretch one’s limbs or
express oneself by singing or dancing should not depend on one’s ability to act on the basis of
reasons or to control their impulses.

It’s valuable for toddlers to be free to stretch and sing and dance, even if they can’t yet
plan their futures. The fact that children sometimes cannot help but to sing or dance impulsively
enhances the value of their freedom to do these things. It makes it more awesome when they do
them than when adults do them. There’s something precious about the unselfconscious, fully
expressed, erratic behaviors of toddlers. Their lack of self-judgment and inhibition in some cases
add to the value of their freedom. And as for adults, the freedom to do these things is valuable in

itself, not just to the extent to which doing them promotes one’s interests. This follows from the
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Principle of the Equality of Agency. If the value of agency is grounded in self-determination,
then self-determination ought to include activities like these — singing and dancing and stretching
one’s limbs — which do not — at least do not always — require rational autonomy.

By insisting that adults are self-determined agents and that children are not, and then
cashing out the notion of freedom in terms of self-determination, anti-liberationists violate the
Principle of the Equality of Agency. They are not willing to give young people’s agency equal
consideration, or to recognize the equal value of their choices in cases that are relevantly similar.
On Archard’s view, for example, not only are children’s actions morally inferior to adult actions
in that children have less of a claim to act, but the actions of young children are not even
candidates for moral equality since adult actions are a different kind of thing. For Schapiro, too,
children’s actions, due to children’s failure to appreciate the categorical imperative, are not the
types of things that could warrant freedom, since freedom is understood as the freedom to self-
govern. For both of them, as well as for Purdy, adult actions are in a separate and superior moral
category. On all three views, actions guided by choices, which only older people are even
capable of making effectively, are more prestigious, more significant, and more valuable than the
mere behaviors of non-autonomous agents. Only the former achieve the sanctified status of a
right.

For the anti-liberationist, adult choices matter more, even for choices that don’t
themselves involve rational autonomy. Adults not only have a stronger claim to be able to sign
contracts and choose their career paths, they are seen by the anti-liberationist as having a
stronger claim (a right, which children are seen to lack) to do anything they want, so long as they
do not violate others’ rights thereby: dance, make art, or resist unwanted hugs. Anti-liberationists

are alike in insisting that an adult has a right to choose, while the child, if they have any kind of
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moral claim to agency, has something much less strong, less serious, less demanding, and less
deserving of respect than a right. That is the whole point of rights: to draw moral distinctions that
are of utmost importance.

Dwyer makes a similar error, although there are important differences. When Dwyer
maintains that children are morally superior to adults, this means that the interests of adults and
children do not deserve equal respect and consideration. For him, because children possess the
markers of moral status to a greater degree than adults (growth, aliveness, etc.), a child’s interest
matters more than a similar interest of adults. The problem with Dwyer’s view is that growth,
aliveness, etc. are irrelevant, for example, to how bad it is to be in pain. Growth and aliveness
don’t make children’s pain worse than adults’ similar pain because growth and aliveness have
nothing to do with how much pain hurts or how bad it is to be in pain. We can object to Dwyer’s
moral distinction between the interests of pets and of factory-farmed animals on similar grounds.

For both Dwyer and the anti-liberationists, children and adults are not only unequal in a
determinate sense, but they are thought to be unequal in an indeterminate sense as well.
Indeterminate inequality is more profound than determinate inequality because the latter follows
from the former. If children’s agency is not counted equally (indeterminate equality), the value
of their agency will be deemed determinately unequal. For anti-liberationists, children’s agency
is unequal to adults’ agency in an indeterminate sense because children are not seen as
appropriate candidates for having a right to freedom. Dwyer differs from anti-liberationists in
adopting different methods to establish his conclusion, but they are alike in holding that adults
and children are indeterminately unequal in important respects. This violation of the Principle of
Equality of Agency renders anti-liberationist conclusions about children’s determinate inequality

suspect.
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By grounding one’s claim to agency — conceived as a right to self-determination — in
one’s possession of rational autonomy, anti-liberationists err in other ways, too. By drawing a
twofold moral distinction between those with a right to self-determination and those without it,
anti-liberationists misrepresent the changes that we undergo as we develop the capacities they
identify as crucial for having the rights in question. The rational capacities they identify — self-
control, the ability to anticipate consequences, judge others’ interests, etc. — develop gradually.
The assertion that there is some all-important moral binary or critical moral divide, and the
subsequent sorting of all people into two moral categories (those with a right to self-determine
and those without one) overlooks the fact that change and growth happen gradually.

Moral distinctions must correspond to non-moral ones. Changes in one’s claim to
freedom ought correspond to gradual changes in the underlying capacities that are relevant to
one’s claim to freedom. Moving from not having a right to having one is an extremely significant
and abrupt moral transformation, but the non-moral changes that anti-liberationists take to
undergird this moral transformation are sometimes non-linear, subtle and insignificant. The
extent to which the capacities taken to underlie rational autonomy are exercised in a particular
choice may vary greatly from decision to decision, even for one person at a single age.

By lowering the age of segregation, Archard advocates for more inclusion of teenagers in
the social and political spheres, and he points out that though one lacks a right to self-
determination, one may nonetheless be able to participate in some ways, for example, in political
processes.” He acknowledges that people of different ages have a variety of competences and
can participate to varying degrees in decisions that affect them. Even for Archard, the answers to

questions about who should get to do what sorts of things are complex and nuanced, not twofold
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or straightforward.”* But then we can ask why we should posit an all-important moral dividing
line between very young children and older children in the first place. Should very young
children really be subject to the control of older children? The right to self-determination is
supposed to be all-encompassing and extremely important.

If anti-liberationists want to maintain that the value of one’s freedom depends on the
underlying capacities they identify (and I challenge this assumption in Chapter 3), then they
should at least swap the twofold notion of a right to self-determination for a notion that is not
binary. Speaking of one’s claim to self-determination, rather than one’s right, as I pointed out in
Chapter 1, would allow them to represent moral changes as they take shape gradually,
corresponding to gradual changes in the underlying capacities that anti-liberationists view as
essential. This would be a fairer representation of the value of freedom since it would allow us to
avoid positing a moral distinction where there is no underlying non-moral one. But this would no
longer justify the inferiority of young people as a distinct class.

Drawing a moral distinction where there is no underlying non-moral distinction is another
way in which anti-liberationists violate the Principle of the Equality of Agency. The supposition
that a moral line distinguishes the value of freedom for people above and below a certain age-
based cutoff leads to the result that people above and below the cutoff can be descriptively
exactly alike in all ways except age, but have an unequal claim to freedom. Thus, two people
who are alike in their capacities relevant to rational autonomy may nonetheless have unequal
claims to freedom, depending on where the line is drawn. Again, the anti-liberationist thinks the
line marks an important moral distinction, not just a legal one. The problem is not just that the
legal line is marked at midnight on a particular birthday, but that the moral line is thought to

correspond to a particular age-based boundary, albeit a blurry one.
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Archard and Purdy’s main defense of a binary power structure that segregates adults and
children into separate moral tiers are legal and pragmatic considerations that they believe require
it. Archard believes that we have moral reasons —it’s morally good to have laws, and laws require
divisions — to deny children an equal claim to self-determination.”® Purdy goes further to suggest
that eliminating this binary power structure could lead to the collapse of civilization, failing to
provide children with the support and moral guidance they need in a hostile and uncaring
world.”® And even if, as mandated by the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, children
weregranted a right to participate in decisions that affect them in accord with their age and
maturity, Archard suggests, it would still be adults who (rightly) get the final say over how much
control children are to have in particular contexts.”” Anti-liberationists seem to suggest in unison
that there are no viable alternatives to denying young people an equal right to agency. They think
that because the only sensible social and moral policy is for adults to have the final say about
who gets to do what, children’s moral claim to do what they are trying to do, in any context, is
inferior to adults’. They insist on young people’s inferior claim to agency (on their lacking a
right to self-determination) even when we consider an action by an adult and a child who are
otherwise similarly situated within a particular context.

But the Principle of Equality tells us that people of all ages are equal in the indeterminate
sense that their relevantly similar features are morally similar too. In order to accurately judge
the similarities between individuals, we should set aside broader concerns about the types of
logistical or legal practices that are needed. If two individuals are alike in the relevant ways, then

they are morally equal, and their freedom to act is equally valuable, no matter the contexts in
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which we consider them. The moral value of a child’s freedom to choose does not vary
according to whether the society within which that child resides has a legal system. Denying
children’s equality of agency on the grounds that having a legal system requires that denial is
like denying the moral equality of slaves on the grounds that having an economic system
requires that denial. Both insist that two individuals who are otherwise exactly alike may
nonetheless occupy distinct positions in a moral hierarchy, due to broader societal
considerations.

Liberationists hold that because children and adults have an equally strong moral claim to
agency in cases that within a particular context are exactly morally alike, such as choosing one’s
socks or resisting a hug, we should seek better social structures that honor these equally strong
claims, rather than grant adults control over all of young people choices independently of the
type of the choice under consideration. Suppose for a moment that anti-liberationists are correct
that there is no better way. Suppose that legal control is rightfully granted exclusively to adults.
Even then, we should recognize that an adult may seriously violate a child’s moral claim to
agency when the adult exercises their legal right to control the child. And this violation is every
bit as morally significant as a relevantly similar violation of an adult’s claim to agency, even if
the moral equality of the adult and child’s choice is difficult or impossible to protect legally.
That is, children’s moral equality of agency is not undermined by legal or practical
considerations, even if these considerations warrant an unequal distribution of legal rights. That
the adult ought to have the final say in which decisions the child is allowed to make does not
mean that the adult’s say-so makes it the case that the child has a claim to act. Adults can be
wrong to deny a child’s fully equally legitimate claim to agency, even on occasions when it

makes sense for the adult to be in charge.
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Moreover, this supposition that there is no better legal or pragmatic way to protect young
people’s moral equality and their wellbeing is premature. Liberationists point out that children
could be active participants whose input is equally valued, even in societal decisions about
freedom and the distribution of power. Children and adults could decide together how much
control anyone ought to have in a certain context. Imagine mixed-age, community-based conflict
resolution teams, as a support for families in conflict. The anti-liberationist denial to youth of a
right to self-determination involves a failure to imagine alternative societal arrangements within
which children’s equal claims to agency could be recognized and respected. Children can be
especially helpful in imagining these alternatives. In Chapter 5 I say more about these alternative
arrangements, partly to help expand our imaginative capacities in the interest of designing better
social systems.

I have been arguing that anti-liberationists violate the Principle of the Equality of Agency
by failing to give children’s agency the equal respect and consideration it deserves. They fail to
take children seriously. They do this first by characterizing freedom and self-determination by
reference to capacities (rational autonomy) that they take adults, and not children, to possess,
thereby denying the inherent value of children’s freedom and agency. By characterizing freedom
in terms of rational autonomy, anti-liberationists are unable to recognize the possibility that the
freedom of what they take to be rational and non-rational agents is at least sometimes equally
valuable.

Second, anti-liberationists fail to take children seriously by imposing a twofold structure
on underlying non-moral capacities that do not admit of a binary distinction. Dwyer avoids this
mistake by insisting that moral status is a matter of degree. The anti-liberationists’ reason for

drawing the twofold distinction is that they believe that around a certain age, one crosses an
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important moral threshold, whereby the possession of the capacities in question renders one
autonomous, where autonomy is construed as a kind of agential efficacy, or self-government. For
Archard, this is the ability to effectively act out one’s choices, for Purdy it’s the ability to take on
longer-term projects, and for Schapiro, it’s the capacity to act on the basis of reason, in light of
one’s conflicting motivations. Thus the three are alike in viewing adults as the sole creatures who
are capable of the effective exercise of free agency, and it is this capacity — also known as
autonomy — that is thought to ground their right to freedom.

In Chapter 3, I look more closely at this conception of autonomy. Recall the difference
between the indeterminate equality captured by the Principle of the Equality of Interests and the
Principle of the Equality of Agency, on the one hand, and determinate equality, on the other.
Even if the anti-liberationist were to recognize young people’s equality in the indeterminate
sense entailed by the Principle of the Equality of Agency, they might nonetheless deny their
determinate equality. If my arguments above are correct, this would require significant revisions
to the anti-liberationist position. Nonetheless, the point remains that we might recognize that
young people have an equal claim to have their agency be judged by consistent standards, that
their relevantly similar actions matter equally, but nonetheless deny that that their actions are
ever — are at least in general — relevantly similar. On this basis, the anti-liberationists might insist
that equal consideration of child and adult agency confirms adults’ superior claim to self-
determination. In Chapter 3, I look more closely at this position, which concerns children’s
determinate equality. I challenge autonomy as the determinate basis for grounding one’s claim to

freedom, along with the anti-liberationists’ insistence that adults have it and children don’t.
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CHAPTER THREE

AUTONOMY AND THE VALUE OF FREEDOM

In Chapterl, | argued for childrenOs equatifyagency. First, | claimed that children are
equal in an indeterminate ser3they are equally covered by the Principle of the Equality of
Agency, in thathevalue of their agencyarieslike the value of adult agency ordgcording to
therelevantde<riptive featuresThe Principle othe Equality of Agency requires that we give
childrenOs agency equal respect and consideratidrsecond, givethe features that are
relevant tahe value obneOfeedom to exercise agenBygometimes competence, sometimes
incompetence, sometimes skills that adults tend to possess to a greater degree than children,
sometimes skills that are unique to childBdnrmade a preliminary case thatildren are also
morally equal to adults in@deteminatesense. At the very least, | insisted, claims of the inferior
moral status of childrenOs ageimcihe determinate senaee suspect, given our systematic
failure to give young people equal respect and considerasoequired by the Principle dlhe
Equality of AgencyThe variety of considerations that might underlie the value of freedom in a
particular case warrant a broad agglitarianism when it comes to determining the strength of
claims to freedom generally.

In Chapter 2, | examined threptaliberationist arguments for the inferiority of young
peopleOs agency. Adilierationists maintain that adults have a right to-determination and
that children lack this right. | showed how the diterationist positions violate the Principle of

the Equality of AgencyFirst, they do this by characterizing freedom in terms of rational
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autonomy. Child and adult agency cannot be valued equally on this picture because child and
adult agency are thought to be different sorts of things; only theiatierandidate fdreedom.
Since claims to freedom are based on the value of freedom, by denying childrenOs equal claim to
freedom, childrenOs freedom is being undervalued relative to afettefid, antiiberationists
violate the Principle of Equalitgf Agency by marking a moral distinction in the value of
agency, andonsequentlpneOs claim to freedom, where there is no underlyingiooal
distinction. The descriptive capacities thattliberationistthemselves take to underlie this
moral distirction develop gradualjynoral changes ought to correspond to this gradation of non
moral changes

In this chapter, | looknore closelyatthe notion of autonomyyhich all threeantr
liberationists take to bine determinate groundsr granting a righto freedomTheyargue that
adultsO choices warrant freeddadults ought to get to make their own choibes the grounds
that adults are autonomous. Ahlierationists understand autonomy as the capacity for effective
choicemaking or seHgovernmentThe skills taken to underlie this capacity include rationality,
which gets spelled out differently on different accouAtti-liberationists agree that autonomy
is a necessary condition for grounding a right to freedom, and that adults have it amh child
donOtindeed, on their picture, autonomy is the very thing that freedom is thought to protect.

Recall the antliberationist argument presented in Chapter 2:

1. Rational autonomy is what matters for attaining a right tedetérmination.

2. Adults ae rationally autonomous and children arenOt.

Conclusion: Adults have a right to selétermination and children lack this right.
In Section I, | review the three versions of tamgkliberationistargumentnd their shared
commitmentsin Section Il, Ireject premise one of the afiberationist argument by challenging

the antiliberationist notion of autonomy as the basis for the value of agency. It is thatidotion
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conceived of as a capacity for effective chencakingbthat makes premise one of wgument
seem plausiblerhe antiliberationist conception of autonomy is susceptible to a number of
criticisms issued by feminists against liberal conceptions of rational autonomy more generally.
Feminists accuse the liberal conception of being ovediyidualistic, and of presupposing a

type of political solipsism, whichwill explain.I think all three antiiberationists adopt liberal
conceptions of autonomy that are vulnerable to the feminist critique.

In the spirit of the feminist critiquend building on the preliminary case | made for
childrenOs equality in Chaptei inaintainthat whether one can effectively act depends on
contextual features, including oneQOs relationships with others, as well as what it is one is trying to
do. Once wedirect our attention to the contextual nature of effective action and deoisiking,
we can see that the grounds for attaining a right to particular liberties were based on
competence or theapacity to effectively exercise the liberties in questbiidren would outdo
adults in a variety of areas. Children are just better than adults at doing some kinds of things.
Recognizing our interdependence and our shared political aims brings childrenOs unique skills to
light. Unique skills of children incluelthe pursuit of some moral and amioral values, and
some skills whose exercise is important for social transformatwili.show how the arguments
| present in Section Il echo the feminist critique.

In Section 1ll, | move on to reject premise two loé targument presented above. |
consider research that suggests that adults arenOt as rational as we take ourselves to be, and |
discuss the empirical conclusion of many social scientists that babies and very young children
are more cognitively competengtihwe suppose. Challenging the premises of the anti
liberationist argument presented above is one step towards rejecting tilgeaationist

conclusion that adults have, and children lack, a right teds¢dfrmination.
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Finally, in Section IV | pointthe way towards a broader conception of autonomy that
provides the grounds for granting youth an equal claim tede¢dfrminationPhilosopherfiave
reconceptualized autonomy, personhatel,elopmenand wellbeing in ways that center social
relationshipsgaring, and interdependence, and these reconceptualizations provide some of the
tools for better thinking about childreinconsiderafew plausible, weldeveloped accounts of
autonomyand developmerihat are broader than the standard liberal conceptonhich antt
liberationists appeallhe accounts of autonomy | consider are examplggwofs that unlike
traditional liberal conceptionsecognize the contextependence of oneOs capacity for effective
agency, and thusouldserve as components aframeworkn which childrenOs choicage
givenequal respect and consideration.

I. Autonomy According to Anti-Liberationists

Recall the antliberationist positions of Schapiro, Purdy, and Archard. Schapiro held that
adults are rationally autonomousa Kantian sense, in that they are able to adjudicate between
conflicting motivationsand act in accord with the categorical imperative. To be rationally
autonomous in this sense means not only that one is able to ask Owhat ought | to do?0 but to give
dueweight tooneOsonflicting internal motivations, and then guioleeOwill in accord with
reason. Children are taken to differ from adults in this respect; for Schapiro this means that
childrenOs agency, unlike adultsO, is undeveloped. Childthis antount, lack a unified self,
an Oestablished deliberative perspectimeaQunifying, justificatory source, which provides the
basis for right action. Importantly, the passage from childrenOs undeveloped agency to adultsO
developed agency is not simplyreatter of degree. For Schapiro, between childhood and
adulthood, we actually cross an important moral divadier whichwe arefully rationally

autonomous. The role of adults in the lives of children is to help them escape theileasiate
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of nonrationally autonomous agency, and to help them become rationally autonomous by
awakening them to their own freedoBthapiro, like the other artberationiststhusconceives
of freedom as the exercise of autonomy.

Like Schapiro, Purdy claims thahly adults are rationally autonomous. In defense of this
view, she develops a notion of rational autonomy that is more restrictivettremmotions.
While, according to hethe more inclusivaotionsshe considerglentify rationality with a
capacity to reson instrumentally, and thus fail to distinguistween youth and adults (since
children, too, qualify as rational according to this minimal, more inclusive standard), Purdy puts
forth a more restrictive notion of rationality, which she believes requicge substantial
capacities than the more inclusive notigey abilitiesfor Purdyarethe ability to formulate rad
follow a Orational life pla®and to take o®utilityenhancing project§ These require the
capacitiedo resist temptations that interé with previously set goal® accurateljjudge othersO
interestsand much more

Purdy believes that adults, and not children, possess ratianaliig more restrictive
senseShealsobelievegshat the more restrictive notion of rationality isferable to thenore
inclusive notiorfor determining whaleserve$reedom. Her reasons are primarily
consequentialist. Granting freedom only to those who are rational in the more restrictive sense
has better consequences than granting freedom to everjmanis even minimally rationah the
more inclusive sensé&or a review of the relevant consequences, see Chajiieese
consequentialist considerat®also ground PurdyOs response tytgh liberationist who
claims that denying freedom to children is unjust. It is because of differences between childrenOs

and adultsO rational capacities that depriving children frekdsietter results and thus is
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warrantedand not a violation of justicen Iparticular denying childrenOs freeddsmot a
violation of a principle that requires like treatment of similar cases, according to Purdy.

While Purdy holds that even adolescents and teenagers fail to meet the standards of
rational autonomyArchard béieves thablder youthJike adults, have crossed a critical moral
threshold. For Archard, rational autonomy is competence at making choices, and those who are
rationally autonomouysiue to their possession of this competenaght to be left alone to rka
their own choices. Rational autonomy, for Archandludes the capacity to reason
instrumentally, but much like PurdyOs account, it includes much more than this minimal
requirement. For Archard, in addition to instrumental reason, rational autondogeisisome
level of maturity and independence. Maturity includes emotional stability, and having clear plans
for oneOs life, while independence involvestipacityto act out oneOs choides, to make
sensible choices about their livé&ry young childen lack theseobust capacities, and thus
ought notto be free to make their own choices, while adults have these capacities and thus have
a right to seHdetermination based on their rational autonomy. For Archard, age is a good enough
indicator of whetlkr one counts as a rationally autarousto justify the distribution ofegal
rights to freedom based on age.

While Schapiro, Purdy, and Archard eatgdvelopdifferent conceptions of rational
autonomy, and thus different bases for attributing rights to freedom, there are several important
points of convergence among the three views. First, rational autonomy in each case is seen as a
form of mentalcompetenceArchard and Schapiro emphasize particular capacities Whiigy
also emphasizes particular hatifcharacterwhich she believes take time to devefapn all

three accounts, typical adults, who are seen to possess the retawaetencewarrant freedm
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no matter how stupid or unreasonable their decisonsetimes ard-reedom is seen as the free
exercise of theapacitiegelevant to effective choiemaking On their picture, children do not
warrant freedom since they are thought not to be capabbeeofising the relevant capacities.
Children donOt get to make their own choices because children are thought not to be capable of
making the types of robust choices that freedom is thought to protect.

Also importantfor all three antliberationistgs that rational autonomig a property of
individuals and is independent of oneOs context and not relative to the choice stheter
an agent is rationally autonomous depends on the agentOs internal characteristics and is
independent of oneOs environtrierhe sense that oneOs rational autonomy is not constituted by
oneOs environme@n these accounts, we could, in principle, drop a rationally autonomous
individual into any alternative settingpnfronting any choicegnd as long as they remain the
sane mentally or internally, they will remain rationally autonomous. Thtke sense in which
autonomy for the antiliberationist,is constitutively independemntf oneOs context. This
constitutive independen@anbedistinguished from causal independernoghe sense of there
being a causal disconnect between the agentOs environment and the agentOs rational autonomy
None of theantkliberationistsconsidereaxplicitly maintain that an agentOs rationgbaomy is
causlly independent of her environmeBut they all agee that rational autonomy ideature of
individual agents and thus is not constituted by the agentOs enviro@meheir view, children
move through a universal pragsion of stages of developménwards a plateau of rational
autoromy.

Anotherpoint of convergence worth noting is that on all three-abérationist accounts,
rational autonomys construed as a normative ideal. On all three views, rational autonomy

renders adult freedom more valuable than childrenOs freedomisaml tihis basis that adults
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aloneare granted a right to freedom. Indeed it is in pursuit of the ultimate aim of children
themselvedecomingationally autonomous that childresft@edom is seen as justifiably
curtailed, and children are seen as righktipjugated to adult power and paternali$ie extent
to which an agent ought to be abldreely exercise agency taken todepend orthe value of
oneOs free exercise of agency, which in turn is taken to depameibier the agent is rationally
autononous.Rational autonomy is the normative standard against veviehyoneOs agency is
measured; nenational agents are seen both to be subject to and to fall short of that normative
standardChildren are thought not to warrant freedom because they fail to meet the standards
that ground the value of freedom. On all three accounts, freedom for children is thottgHte
asvaluableas freedom for adults, and thus not guaranteechuse chilren are deemed
incapable of acting freely.
[1. Critique of the Anti-Liberationist Conception of Autonomy

Theanttliberationists conceive of autonomy as a capacity for efechoicemaking.
Freedom is thought to be warranted only by individuals whaapable of being in control of
their lives. Since children lack the capacities to make good choitess are rightly granted
control over childrenOs decisions, and this means that children lack the right to choose. Children
do not get to selfletermire, to exercise their agency. They may sometimes have some claim to
do what theyOre doing, but they are thought by thditaertationists not to share a default
entitlement to make their own choices, which is granted exclusively to adults.

The first problen | raise for this position is its insistence that effective choia&ing
consists in some particular set of capacities, which is fixed universally, that is, independently of
oneOs context. If we donOt beg the question by defining-ntakiey in terms bsome set of

capacities, we can ask what it takes to be capable of beieffeztivedo-er. Ofsuccessfully
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doing things, rather than just having things done to you. What are the capacities required for
actively participating in oneOs life, for navigatirom the inside? What does it taioe agentgo
effectively exercis¢heiragency?

The answer will be different for different creatures in different cont&xtsadult
humans, effectively navigating the types of situations in which we find ourssuwestimegbut
not alwaysyequires the types of skills related to lelegm planning that the artberationists
hold dear. But for bald eagles, for example, rationality presumably has nothing to do with it. For
eagles, getting around does not, as favegan tell, require longerm planning or the ability to
think through and decide whatOs valuable. Eagles would not be better at catching prey if they
were rational, just as humans would not be bettestiremeriplanning if they were good at
catchingprey.Eagles need different skills than adult humans t@gmindin the world. But this
does not mean thahe or the other is more capable or deserving of being in control of their
lives, or thataglesO freedamless waluable than adult humandhether an eagle is doing the
OsensibleO thing, should not be determined by a criterion of rationality.

Likewise, babies need different skills to survive than both adoldeagles. Sure, there
are some choices babies canOt make. But then there are ofjsethtiithey do exceptionally
well. Whether they are capable of acting effectively, just as for adults, depewtisiotihey are
like, what they are considering or trying to do, and what contextual features make it possible or
impossible for them to do iOf course there are different degrees of freedom relative to different
types of choices we might try to make. There are different degrees to which we have what it
takes (on the inside and on the outside) to do the thing in question were we to try Budo it

this is true for everybody. All agents are capable of effectively exercising their agency to
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different degrees in different contexts, and in some contexts, with regard to some choices, not at
all.

The capacity for being a free agent is not uniqueedtdts. It is not the case that the value
of freedom is greater for adults because adults alone are capable of agential efficacy. Anyone can
be an effetive agent in the right context. And even adultsO agential efficacy can be undermined
by their circumsinces. Poverty, homelessness, drug addiction, and illness can all impede oneOs
Osensible plans for their lives,O and threaten oneOs capacity to make OgoodO choices in light of
oneOs longer term god@ametimes circumstances cause adults to abandon kengegoals
altogether, and to act instead on instinct for survival in the moment. Very young children, too,
have demonstrated a profound capacity to survive on their own in these most dire types of
circumstance$which is not to suggest that itOs goodtiem to have to.

Children can be effective agents with regard to some choices and in some contexts,
particularly those contexts where they have adequate suppiis not to say that children
should gethe supporto do whatever they want to do. Nor should adults get to do whatever they
want to do. The point is, more modestly, that when it comes to acting freely, adults and children
are importantly alike. We are all capable of being effective agents in some redimst athers,
and the efficacy of our agency in any realm depends largely on our relationships with others.
Furthermore, our claim to agency is not undermined or diminished by this dependence.
Physically disabled adults who need help filling their baseds do not thereby relinquish their
claim to freedom. They are not thereby any less deserving of respechts @iildrenOs small
sizes or reduced physical strengtle no defense for their socially enforced powerlessness.

Of course, very young childn and adults are typically different in which types of ends

they are capable of pursuing, as well as which types of ends they tend to pursue. No toddler can

“Holt, 24.
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set and follow a career path. But Archard is wrong to think that this means thatdouaidr
aduts to act for themas if they are completely incapable of acting for themseWes. young
children can and do act for themselves, and it is crucially important that we respect this capacity,
as 10ve been reminded emphatically by maygeBolds. Whether a toddler should have the
space to move freely in the world, or even just within a particular environment, such as a
restaurant or home, should not depend on the toddlerOs capacity to get a job, file tax forms, or
find housing, all of which are psamably required for one to be able to act out oneOs choices on
ArchardOs accoufftoddlers should not need to see themselves as subject to a moral law in order
to berespected as purposeful agents or given space and support to acAfyaglythe valuef
freedombPand oneOs corresponding claim to freeBolmes not depend on rational autonomy,
construed in the traditional sense.

Adults are better at lontgrm planning. Toddlers are better at learning and-open
mindedness. Which skill is more importaepeénds on what one is doing. If the value of agency
is determined by oneOs competence, or their ability to do what theyOre trying to do, the value of
agency will vary depending on the relevance of oneQOs traits to what one is doing. It will not vary
accordng to age. To say that toddlers have an equal claim to agency does not mean that they
have an equal claim to be able to sign legally binding contracts. But it may mean that they have
an equal claim to choose to be near the music rather than the ganehpbrabt to be hugged
against their will, at the family picnic.

A second problenfor the antiliberationistsO liberal conception of autonaogcerns its
insistencehat the value of freedom is greater for adults because adults alone are capable of
pursting or realizing whatOs valuable, morally or otherwiae reminded o# story inGood

and Evil by Richard Taylor, in whicekomeonesticks a needle through a beetle, a§it to a
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tree, and returns days later to see the beetle still sloelyng itslegs, strugglingagainst the air
to get somewherel take it that thiss problematic at least partlyecause itOs a pointless
suppressionf the beetleGgyency|f it@ good to have eaglesd beetlefreely doing the kinds
of things that eaglesnd beetleslo, then eagleand beetledike humans, are capable of acting so
as to realize whatOs valuable, and not just coincidentally, but reliably, and in a deep and sustained
way. TheyOre built to do those thiriisis is a problem for antiberationists insofar as they base
adultsO unique claim to freedom on their supposedly unique capacity to act so as to realize value.
| am claiming that this capacity is not unique.

Babies, like eagles and beetles, regularly act so as to realize whatOs. Vithead{és
value in what babies do when they play an actagticipatoryrole in our families and
communitiesAnd the value of a babyOs freedom doesnOt stem merely from the babyOs capacity
to act so as to realize value, which it shares with eaglédeeds If Purdy is right that part of
what gives adults a claim to act, part of what makes their freedom valuable, is their capacity to
pursue what®sorally good,in particular,she will have to extend that claim to babies,
because babies have been showvpursue whatOs morally good. Babigsess empathy and
concern for othersO suffering, and they issue judgments of justice and faiiessa child
offers a hug to a crying adult, or is more receptive to a generous puppet than to one who hoards
all the candy, these are not just erratic or haphazard displays of moral sentiment, but genuine and
deeply rooted expressions of moral concern and awardndast,| think babies possess some
moral skills that adults laclBabies have genuine virtuéheyare better at forgiveness and
vulnerability, at humility anét changing their mind&inlike many adultsyoungchildren are

usuallynotbogged down by regts or grudges, sejfidgmentarroganceor the need to beght.
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In contrast, &r Purdy, as for traditional liberal theorists, the capacity to act morally must
be cultivatedChildren learn to exercise the types of sglhtrol and otheregarding attitudes
and habits that are necessary for creating the world we want to livesiim part in the service
of teaching younger people how to pursue what is of value that childrenOs freedom is thought to
be rightly curtailed. Children and babies are thought to be wildly impulsive arcestdred,
doing what they feel like in the momaumithout the capacity to consider how what they feel like
doing relates to what is of valughis leaves children generally incapable of actiat realizes
value, moral or otherwis®©n this picture, children are just not very good at acting in their own
or otherOs interesEor Purdy, children may sometimes happen, by chance, to Oget it right,O that
iS, to act so as to realize what is of value, but without the character and dispositions required to
think through what is of value and then act on theibdeations, they are rightly denied self
determination rights; they are rightly denied an equal claim make their own cliacé&suirdy,
acting morally Odepends not just on having an impulse to do the right thing but also on the ability
to decide what theght thing is.OThis deliberative capacity must be carefudiytivated and
instilled by adults

Consideration of childrenOs unique skills showsitiBya mistake to view moral action
as a trait that needs to be cultivated, one that requires thatgdpamoral reflection and
deliberation. Consider the paradox of hedonism, that believing in hedonism and pursuing the
greatest pleasure might be contrary to oneOs goal of achieving maximal pleasure. The norms used
to assess the value of an action mujfer from the norms one ought to follow when choosing
how to actRelatedly oneOs free action might be very valuable even if one is incapable of
deliberation. The extent to whictbabyOfee action is valuable (morally or otherwise) might

have nothig to do with rational autonomy or deliberation whatsoever. This doesnOt mean the
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actionOs success, its Ogetting it right,O is merely coinciddrabyOfree actionsmayreliably

conform to valuable norms, even though babies donOt reason accordimgst€nasider that

for adults, deliberation sometimes distracts from whatOs morally valuable, causing us to repress
or seconeguess our more authentic expressions of self and care. Sometimes moral wisdom
comes from the inhibition of our deliberative capias, something younger children are better at
than adults.

Third, and relatedly, | challenge the aliberationist contention that attributing a claim to
freedom only to adults is more conducive to creating a better world than attributing freedom to
everyone.tlis not the case that denying children freedom is requirgaréonoting our
collective welbeing Something like this line of thinking underliai three antiiberationist
views.For Schapiro, only adults are capable of acting on reasamumigersalizable principles.

For Purdy, the catastrophic state of the world meansowkelnOpossibly lower our standards for
who gets to make choices. AdultsO mediocrity at securing a livable future for society at large
means adults couldnOt possiblgt@gy stupiderO without a serious risk of societal collapse. This
is a reason for extending the period during wlyichng peoplare subject to control of adults,
rather than shortening or eliminatingWeOre already bad enough at securing our colectiv
ends. To make collective decisiomaking more accessible to child®mwho arenOt capable of
recognizing moral valuBwould almost guarantee our demfsnd for Archard, too, the world
goes better when we allow adults to make their own decisionst th#imegranting control of

their decisions to someone else. This is not so for children, who cannot make their own
decisions.

Against these views maintain that childrenOs unique skills are desperately needed in our

collective efforts for social chang€hildrenOs moral wisdoband because of it, their freedom
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to act and participat®are important for making the world better. Reshaping the world is going
to require a variety of skills, including imagination, creativity, resilience, and optimism.
ChildrenOs unique capacities would suggest that children need more opportunities to participate
in our collective lives. Children have a claim to agency because their impulses are sometimes
valuable. But childrenOs claim to agency is sometimes grounded theé skiits, which can
help them and all of us reach (morally and otherwise) valuable lglodsover, active
participation in collective decisiemaking promoteadditionalskills that are useful for
collective decisiormaking.Here, | agree with John Hoikho advocates a society that is Oopen,
accessible, visible to all its citizens, young and old, and in which every citizen, however young
or old, has the right to play an active, serious, responsible, and usefdl @hitdé2nOs freedom
is not just somethg to toleratebit is essential to positive social transformation.

So far n this section, | have argued, first, that autonomy should not be conceived of as a
universal set of skills, or particularmental capacity of individuals, whose possession Uieder
a capacity for effective agency. Instead, what it takes to be an effective agent omcakace
dependgpartly on oneOs context, including whae is trying to do, and what support is in place
for one to be able to do it. This means that the valeb@cemaking is not greater for adults
due to their unique capacity for agential efficacy. Agential efficacy is not unique to adults;
anyone can be an effective agent in the right context. Second, | have argued that adultsO capacity
for acting so as teealize value, or to promote moral value more spediicig also not unique.
Adults sharewith babies an@aglegheir capacity to act so as to realize value, and they share
with babiegheir capacity to promote moral valwspecifically Finally, I have claimed that
granting freedom exclusively to adu#ted withholding it from childrers not required or even

the best way to promote a better world. Children have unique skills, which makes their freedom
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and participation in collective decisionakingespecially important for creating the world we
want.

My arguments irthis sectionalign with familiar feminist critique of liberal coneptions
of autonomyThe problems for the anliberationst that | haveddressed aboaise from their
commitment tdiberal conceptions of autonomyhe feminist critiques hold that these liberal
conceptions are overly individualistic and lead to a type of political solipSlsnallthree anti
liberationistaccountsmaking choices effectively, or in ways that arematively desirable
(autonomously), requires rationaliggnceivedf as a mental capaciof individuals
conceptuallydistinct fromthe individualOsiology and social settind have argueagainst the
anttliberationiststhat the capacity for agencyadsnstitutivelycontextdependent.

Recognizing that children are as capable as adults of exercising agency in the right
circumstances, that childrenOs active participation is sometimes as valuable as adultsO, and that
children have unique skills (some whose exercise is important for achieemigwhile social
changes)involvesnormative standards for agentytcenterinterdependence and the context
sensitivity of our capacity for actioAppreciating the value of childrérs freedomequires that
we abandon the liberal notion of rational autonomy, which conflates the capacity for effective
choicemaking with a set of cognitive skills that liberals believe are universally held by and
exclusive to individual adult humanH.alsorequiresthat we stop sanctifying that skillset over
all others Feminists have said as much already.

Feminists havéong criticizedliberal notions of autonomy ahegrounds that conceiving
of autonomy as a mental capacity of individuals requiresbstraction of individuals from their
social settings, a view Alison Jaggar calbstract individualismAnti-liberationists abstract

individuals from their social settings by ignoring the extent to which agential effiaady
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corresponding norms f@agency (which norms its good to conform &g contextdependent.
When mae attention is paid to conteand to our mutual interdependence, childrenOs unique
agential strengthsan bebrought to light and their freedom becomes a possihilitycontrast
conceiving of freedom as the protection of the exercise of a partiagaitive capacity of
individual adults abstracted from their social contexigecludeghe possibility of childrenOs
freedom and precludehildrenOs freedofrom counting asqudly intrinsically valuablein the
first place.

Feminists have pointed out thiae social constitution of complex mental stdae$ how
we think of and identify ouselvesbundermines abstract individualisAnti-liberationists err
not just insanctifyng thecapacity for choicenaking construecisa mental capacity of
individuals that is constitutivelyndependendf context but indeed for missinthe factthat
choices themselves, theentaland physicastates that comprise choiogaking are
constitutively shaped by our surroundinggentifying complex inner states such as emotions and
desiresthose states that we take to be constitutive of our sebagres thatve be embedded in
a web of social relationships that give meaning ¢orttw datave interprethrough
introspectiont’ Who we are, essentially, is determined in partigyrheanings we assign to our
complexinternal statesyhich in turnarepartly constitutedby our social setting.

For example, deciding to come out as+heterosexual in my late teens involved a
complex interplay of emotions, beliefs and desires, most of which would have been unintelligible
outside the context of a heteronormative society characterized by compulsive heterosexuality.
The notion ofcoming ouitself requires a societal presumption of heterosexuality as the norm.
The idea that one can meet the normative standards for agency only through the possession of

rational autonomy, which is taken to bkiad of agency possessedibgividuals and not
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sccially constitutedoverlooks that the internal states that comprise agency are themselves
socially constituted_ater, in SectionlV, | consider contexsensitive accounts of autonomy that
do not presuppose abstract individualism.

Jaggar rejects abstrantividualismon the grounds that it leads to a kindoofitical
solipsism™ the idea that humans are essentisdlif-sufficient individualswith separatgif not
conflicting, needs and interests from one another and from the communities they coAprise.
presumption of egoismmorresponds to political solipsisiven for theories of rationality that
contain a moral, and not just a prudential, component, the moral compothenight to bavhat
allows us to subjugate our egoistic tendencies to reasom, guregorincipled awareness of
othersO endBresimptions of political solipsism make their marktbe antiliberationist
conceptions of autonomyhe idea that normal adult humans are essentialhsséitient
beings whose capacity for reasamd selcontrol gives hem a right to be left alonenderpins
the case for adult paternalism towards children.

For Archard, freedom is being left to make oneOs own chéidels are seen as self
sufficient,uniquelycapable of acting on themwn. Archard appeals explicitly to independence
in his conception of autonomy. He thinks that winlgether someone is independent in some
cases depends @ontext, forinfantsand the very young @oesnot. Olnfants and the very young
are dependent upon atiuto act for them’®The purpose of the stave the standard liberal
view is seen to be tprocue maximum individual freedonm the sense dllowing adultsto
make their own choiceérchardOs rational adistjust the kind of person whose freedora th
liberal state is seen to protect. lHen expert on the fulfillment of his own interedtare

precisely he knows well enough what he needs that it is better that he get to decide for himself
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what to do, than to relinquish control of his decision®toenne elsé-or Schapiro and Kant,
too, the rational individual is the authority on achieving his own ends, which are necessarily
moral ends, given his rational constitution.

Like the liberal conceptiomyith its corresponding presumption of egoisshapiro and
PurdyOs conceptions of autonomy both presume that we need to be taught how to act morally. On
all of theseviews, we naturdy tend towards egoismVhen norrational agents Oget it right,O it
is coincidental, uprincipled It is only through €ason that we can recognize the demands of
morality and act according to them consistently, or in a deep and sustaind@iwgyythinksin
addition thatwe need time to develop virtuous habitkis is why babies and other raational
agents are subjeto a prolonged period efnfreedom. This is why childrenOs agency is relegated
to the control of others.

For feminists, political solipsismand the corresponding presumptions of-safficiency
and egoism are impugned by the very fact that reproductoprires the sharing of resources and
a division of responsibilities for caring for the young; our biology requires that we live together
in social groupsO[W]thout what liberals construe as Ointerference,O there woultilraaro
individual at all.& Interdependence is a conceptual, as well as a biological, neceésiye
built interconnected; our moral propensity to care for one another is biologically embé&dided
makes good sense of the moral sensitivities and awareness displayed by éodtbekies. We
care about others because our lives are bound up together.

My arguments against afitberationistsecho the feminist critique icalling for more
attention to our interdependence and to the contextual nature of freedom and agentigl efficac
Purdy thinks it is the liberationist who mistakenly subscribes to liberal values, sanctifying

freedom, particularly childrenOs freedbin the sense of neimterferencedabove all other
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worthy ends. But rejecting freedom as foterference leaves raofor conceptions of freedom

that take interdependence more seriously. These views are better able to accommodate the value
of childrenOs free agency than views that base the value of freedom on rational autonomy.
Freedonbbeing able tactbrequires inpt from othersOnce we focusn interdependence and
context, realizing thate freedom to be an effectiagent is a function ajur interconnections,

not independeraf them different valuesother than rationality)gome into focusThese

considerations speak to théen-overlookedsimilarities between children and adults.

Jaggar claims that moegtention to our biologgenters values afommunity and
cooperation as normative ideals, aadardsgoism, competitiveness, andmpetitionas
Opuzzling and problematit*On this communitarian picturehe ideal human agent is not one
who is capable of acting out their choices independently, as it is on ArchardOs account, nor it is
someone whaandeliberate oact on principleas it is for Skhapiro and Purdyinstead, thedeal
agent isanactive participanin relationships and communities involving reciprocal cBenple
are essentially caring, social actaether thamational individualsChildren and adults are
equally meaningfully endxdded in relationships, and equally capable of playing an active,
participatory roleFreedom arise from our participatiom theseloving, supportive,
interdependent relationshipad communitiedn Chapter 4, | look more closely at the new
childhood stidies, which takes these forms of freedom and participation more seriously than
traditional accounts.

Attention to he contextual featurexf agential efficacyighlights childrenOs unique
strengthsl have mentioned that toddlers &etter than adults &rgivenessand being non
judgmental. | think they are also bettetiaing authentically in the momeanhd feeling

emotions that ought to be felt. These are not inconsequential attributes, properly relegated to the

a1,

84



realm of OchildOs play.O In fact, temture our deepest human values; they are capacities we
ought to cherishit is always with a slight sense of regret that | observe toddlers outgrowing their
sense of awe and their openness and willingness to connect intimately with others, as well as
their vulnerability and their submersion in the present moment, as they succumb to arbitrary
adult norms for behavior and etiquette, and our judgments of one another.

A final pointworth notingis thatthe antiliberationists | have considered are alike in
including some version tfaving a selfn their notions of rational autonomyhey include
things such akaving a relatively stable, unified self, capable of resisting temptations and acting
on oneOs deepest principles and desiresd&elfmination, aiiberationists agree, Ostarts from
a self.& In addition to all the reasons 1Ove discussed abouegychildren are denied freedom
on the grounds that they lack the relevant kind of self.

To be surethe possession of somewhat unified, relatively cb@st desires that cohere
with oneOs overarching life goals make one more capable of making some decisions. Some
responsibilities require a basic emotional stability and foresightedness that take time to acquire.
The sense of owgelves as existing througime and the parts of us responsible for executive
decisionmakinghave been shown ttevelopover time But those who lack the stable emotional
dispositions necessary for taking on some responsibilities are not therethehaselvedn fact,
adultsO relatively longer time exposed to societal pressures caniteadrenticity, to a
disconnect between oneQs true self and oneOs choicelsildxadOs Ofleetingd emotions can be
genuinely important for acting authentically. Fleetingpons and desires make omereable
to do what they really want to do, not less. Adult emotions, too, are often conflicting and

unprincipled. This doesnOt undermine our individual identities; it accentuates them.
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Denying that children aracting from a wl of their ownin accord with their true selves,
or asserting that young people are merely provisional selvésat they lack a self altogethes,
demeaning. It is another way that we fail to take young peopleOs agency seriously. To deny
young peoplea self is to overlook them; it is to fail to see them as purposeful agents and unique
subjects of experience, as individuals worth getting to know. It is one way in which children are
made into an absent referent, in Carol AdamsO,senss in which chilren Oare both there and
not there.8

| have been arguing against premise one of thdibatiationist argument, against the
view that autonomypconstrued as the capacity for effective agency, which in turn is grounded
in a notion of rationality concedd of as a distinctive cognitive feature of individual adbits
thesolebasis for attributing claims to freedomstead | have drawn our attention to the context
sensitivity of oneOs capacity for effective agency. Whether oree aneffectivegentdepends
on the suitability of one@kills to the activity under consideration, as well as contextual features
of oneOs environment and relationsHipave tried to show that attention to context yields
different agential standardsan those that areaditionally acknowledgedn some contexts,
children are bettehan adultsat exercising agency, including the pursuit of moral andmoral
value.l have also pointed out that childrenOs freedom is important to social change, since social
change will equire skills that young people possess to greater degrees than adults: creativity,
openmindedness and imagination, for example.

Finally, | have claimed thahy arguments against atitberationism align with familiar
feminist critiques of liberal conceptions of autonotityeral concepibns to which anti
liberationistsare implicitly committed Feminists have accused the liberal conceptions of

presupposing absct individualism and political solipsism. | have tried to show hbstract
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individualism and political solipsism show up in the difiierationist accounts. My focus on the
contextual nature of effective agency is a way of rethinking autonomy in sespmthe feminist
critique. Inthe following section| look at additional attempts to rethink autonoamd human
developmenin ways thatppreciateheir contextsensitivity.

lIl . Relational Accounts

In this section, | join Diana Meyers and Jennifesrddn in advancing notions of
autonomy rooted in our social contextalso consider a contegensitive account of human
development articulated by Urie Bronfenbrenfdris shiftto a focus on context and
relationshipswhich takes up the spirit of tfieminist critique.can move us from the liberal ideal
of acting out our choiceg,onceived as something adultsldoandfor themselves
independently, to a more inclusive ideajpafticipating actively in our livesvhich anyone of
any age can do in theght circumstances and with the right support in pl&teldren, as much
as adults, can flourish as free agents when they have the necessary care and communal support.
Relational accounts of autonomy can accord this freedom the status it deservesihy daast
a kind of autonomous agency.

Constitutively relational accounts of autonomy view autonomy as a function of oneOs
internal capacities taken together with oneOs environment, in much the same way that vision is a
function of both sight and light. @stitutively relationabccounts bring out the commonalities
between younger and older people. Our common dependence on and relationships to particular
others are not viewed as a liability, but as valuable features of our lives to be cultivated and
promoteal. Adults, as much as children, depend on thdagarships for their wellbeinghe
antiliberationist fails to appreciate the value of interdependence by sanctifying rational

autonomy, and taking independence to be an essential component of it. @Hiberationist
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picture, independence is part of why rational autonomy makedetelfmination valuable. In

contrast, | have been claiming that interdependence is not only a valuable component of effective
agency, but conceptually and biologically esgary. In essence, there is no such thing as

Omaking oneOs own choices:O for adults and children alike, our choices are shaped by both
internal and external factors. And this (at least sometimes) is a good thing. Freedom, more
broadly, is valuable indepdantly of the extent to which and the particular ways in which our
agential efficacy depends on others.

Diana Meyers develops a relational account of autonomy that construes autonomy as a
matter of degree, not abr-nothing. Meyers distinguishes betwg@gngrammaticandepisodic
autonomy, where programmatic autonomy consists in oneOs ability to act out the answers to
larger questions orm@oses about oneQs life, suchwsstims about the role of spirituality in
oneOs life or what career to takeEisodc autonomy is confined to a particular circumstance
at a particular time. Episodic autonomy consists in oneOs acting in the moment on what one
really wants to do. One may have some measure of episodic autonomy without programmatic
autonomy. Meyers is cdrd to distinguish between doing what one wants, and doing what one
really wants a divide whose recognition she attributes to Freud and Marx. She describes a form
of autonomy competencgn autonomous agent must Oexpress oneOs authentic self by exercising
assorted introspective, imaginative, reasoning, and volitional sKills.O

The distinction between episodic and programmatic autonoiglgt be problematic in
some ways. Perhaps the distinction is degreed, not dichotomous, and it seems plausible that
programmatic decisions are reducible to the smaller scale, meoaer@ment decisions we
make every day. After all, you havenOt reallydistio adopt a spiritual practice if you donOt

then begin to practice. iBut the distinction is still useful for thinking about young peopleOs
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autonomy, since it construes autonomy as relative to the particular choice aAiand.
liberationists point tehildrenOs incapacity to make bigger life choices as a justification for
depriving them a right to make smaller scale -ttaglay choices about what to do in the
moment.The child might be thought to have an unequal claim to choose hawticigate athe
family picnicbecause he canOt (and shouldnOt) take on the overarching task of planning the
picnic in the first placeBut for Meyers, a person may achieve episodic autoridmya full and
equal sensBeven when they are not capable of making bigégichoicesThe anti

liberationist denies childrenOs equal claim tedstrmination; this is an overarching,
comprehensive claim whose scope includes episodic and programmatic choices.

As 10ve argued hile babies may not have the wide array of skilt Meyers considers
essential for autonomy, babies can be effective, authentic agents in the right circumstances. They
might be effective atommunicating their emotioner exploring their curiosity and desire for
play.And we can honor childrenOs equality of agency by granting them an equal claim to make
smallerscale choices while at the same time recognizing that they lack the skills to take on
largerscale decisions by themselves. That the adult has the final sdwycim smaller scale
decisions the child is allowed to make does not mean that the adulEdssalyes it the case
that the child has a claim to act. Adults can be wrong to deny a childOs fully equally legitimate
claim to agency, even on occasions whenakes sense for the adult to be in charge.

On another account, Jennifer Morton criticizes the view that there is some universal,
contextindependent set of norms, the following of which renders one an autonomous agent. For
Morton, in contrast, which sef norms it is rational to follow depends on oneOs circumstances.

For example, Morton claims that the norm that requires rational agents to resist succumbing to
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immediate pleasures in order to advance logen goals that they deem more valuable
depends o an agentOs placement in an environment with adequate resources.

But when we consider agents reasoning under scarcity, for example in conditions of
poverty, it may be rational for agents to prioritize meeting their immediate needs efficiently,
even at tk cost of fulfilling longetterm goals, and even when the agent deems the fulfillment of
longerterm goals more valuable than fulfilling immediate needs. This is because deliberation is
habitual, and often in conditions of scarcity, meeting oneOs immeek&ts is more important to
how well or badly oneQs life goes overall, than Ieteyen planning. For instance, one might be
faced with the question of whether to starve or save money for retirement. Since deliberation is
habitual, it may make sense torfooneOs habits based on which habits best promote oneOs ends
given oneOs typical circumstances, even though the habits one develops might lead to actions that
do not promote the ends the agent deems most valuable in some circumstances. Such actions still
count as rational on MortonOs view, in that they arise out of habits that it is rational to adopt. The
relevance of MortonOs view for youth liberation is its attack on the liberal idea that whether one
is autonomous can be determined by a universal stardiielrent agents are subject to
different criteria for whether they are making good choiceacting wel| based on their
psychology and their circumstances.

Bronfenbrennddslevelopmental model has proveseful for thinking about childrenOs
capacites and autonomwith attention to the childOs contextual setting. BronfenbrennerOs
ecological model looks centrally not just at the development of the individual, but of the
individual within a variety of contexts, named microsystems, mesosystems, exts\ate
macrosystems. Microsystems include the individualOs immediately surrounding communities,

such as a school or preschool community or the childOs family and neighborhood; microsystems
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overlap to form mesosystems. Exosystems include social systenmphat but do not directly
involve the child, such as the parentsO workplace. And macrosystems include all of these
subsystems, plus the larger society.

The ecological model provides a framework for thinking abouathenomyof young
people, since illows us to construe the childOs needs and capacities in a more holistic way,
appreciating the extent to which these are shaped by context. By shifting the focus away from
the individual by themselves, and widening the scope of interest to include ocalideal
settings, the ecological model allows us to appreciate the variation and complexity that exists as
people age in the contexts of different social groupiige.ecological model provides an
additional basis for revising concepts such as competand autonomy, viewing these as
complex contextual features of an individual in relation to their environment, and not as features
that an individual possesses on their omd the ecological model brings into focus the
oppressive social forces thatexft our estimations of childrenOs development. Notably,
developmental models have been accused of misconstruing childrenOs abilities due to adult
centered perspectived/ith a concept of autonomy that is contegnsitive, we get a greater
framework for uderstanding the unique strengths of young people and attributing to these
strengths the normative status they deserve.

These contexsensitive models of autonomy and human development abaw
imagine normative standards for agency that do not autcetigtiavor adult capacities.
Children, especially very young ones, who cannot always make accurate assessments of the
outcomes of their choices, and who may have more dynamic emotions and desires than adults,
may be subject to different normative standairthn adults for determining their success at

agency. For example, toddlers and babies are exceptionally good at soliciting care and support
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from adults. They are easy to love. This makes them better &jeeiier at getting what they
want and nee®given their unique dependence on adult support babies donOt just have
agential strengths according to standards that are unique to them; indeed, they have some traits
that genuinely make them betfropleDopenmindedness, forgiveness, and vulnerahilio
name dew. In the next and final section, | look more closely at the unique skills of babies and
very young children, and | call into question the superior capacity for rationality that adults take
ourselves to have.
V. Babies and Adults are MoreAlike than We Think

Until now, | have accepted the atibierationistsO claim that adults have the capacities
they take to be relevant to rational autonomy and children donOt. Though | have challenged the
normative implications of the putatidifferences between children and adults, as well as the
idea that there is some universal set of skills that underlie the capacity for effective agency, |
have not yet denied that the descriptive differences between children and adults are basically
what te antiliberationists take them to be. In this final section, | make this further move.

Feminists have claimed, largely by considering the experiences of women, that adult
humans are not essentially, and nor should we strive to be, rational individinat®herent
desires who are experts on identifying and then acting on their own interests and their moral
obligations. Recent empirical research has unambiguously backed up these claims. Schapiro,
Purdy, and Archard articulated familiar, wdkveloped coreptions of rationality and
autonomy, and used them to impugn the case for childrenOs liberation. Here | review some
experiments taken to demonstrate that adult humans are fundamieratatipal, according to
these traditional conceptianBhe outcomesfdhese experiments speak against Schapiro, Purdy

and ArchardOs claims that adult humans are rationally autonomous in the senses they propose. At
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the very least, they give us good reason to tave bar for what it takes tor@ke sensible
choicesO

The illogicality of adult humans was demonstrated in the 1960s with Peter WasonOs
selection task, where he demonstrated normal adultsO incapacity to fully grasp the basic logical
rule of modus ponens by analyzing their performance on logic puzzles. Later exyisriguch
asthose byR.A. Griggs and J.R. Cox, showed that adultsO ability to grasp the basic rule of
modus ponens varied greatly depending on the subject matter of the puzzles. When they were
reasoning about abstract numbers and letters, participdatsttademonstrate their mastery of
the rule. But when the same logical puzzles were presented involving practical matters such as
the drinking age instead of abstract symbols, participants demonstrated a much better grasp of
modus ponens.

What these exgriments, and hundreds of others since, have been taken to show is that
our capacities for logic are not as strong as we think and that these capacities vary greatly
depending on the context. Basic logical reasoning is necessary for instrumental ratiBoslft
our capacity for logical reasoning is highly influenced by context and much weaker than we take
it to be, so too is our capacity for instrumental rationality. In those contexts that challenge adultsO
abilities to grasp basic logical rules, we nieymore like children than we tend to suppose.
ChildrenOs grasp of modus ponens may vary similarly, based on contextual features not
previously considered in estimations of their overall rational competence. | have yet to find
experiments that look speidilly at chidrenOs ability to grasp modusnens.

AdultsO mastery of basic logic is not the only component of thibantitionistOs view
that has been challenged empirically. So has the coherence and reasonableness of adult desires.

A more recent expanent by Dan Ariely, Leonard Lee, and Shane Frederick demonstrates that
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human beer preferences are influenced by irrelevant information and the timing the information
is received. Stable desires, which are required for Purdy and ArchardOs accounbofyauton
should be affected only by relevant factors and not by irrelevant ones. But adult desires are
influenced strongly by factors no one thinks are relevant. Ariely points to statistics that suggest
that whether a country has a high rate of organ dondetésmined by how its residents are
presented with the option to become organ donors (whether they have to check a box on a form,
or abstain from checking a bo¥)These forms opredictable irrationalitychallenge the anti
liberationist conceptions of atls as people who make rational choices. Many of our rational
choices are fully determined by factors we donOt actually care about.

Jonathan Haidt makes a related claim challenging the idea that moral judgments are
caused by moral reasoning. Haidt defead®cial intuitionist model of moral reasoning,
claiming that most moral judgments are issued automatically and that moral reasoning is
normally a post hoc construction aimed at defending oneOs automatic moral intuitions. This
model is presented in sharpntrast to the standard rationalist models of decisiaking
appealed to by the adiberationist. Like feminists and other social scientists, HaidtOs social
intuitionist model also pays more attention to the social and cultural influences on onéOs mora
intuitions, and deemphasizes private moral reasoning in explaining how we reach our moral
conclusions, and ultimately, how we decide what to do. Haidt is also like the others in
challenging our experiences of ourselves as essentially rational creataresake wise choices
based on principle. Objective reasoning, according to Haidt, is an illusion, and philosophers have
been wrong to worship it. But this is just the type of objective reasoning that children are
thought, uniquely, to lack, and on the Isasi which childrenOs equal claim to-sifermination

is denied.

18 3ohnson and Goldstein.
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There are more experiments like these, and | need not look closely at all of them. They
share the conclusidbone that now enjoys broad suppgdRthat adults are just not the hyper
ratiomal beings we take ourselves to be. The presumption that there is a gulf between child and
adult rationality has been challenged by these empirical studies that have in effect Otalked us
down,O from our perceived sovereign status. 1tOs not just thatimpexfect at reasoning; in
many contexts we are very bad. Our decisionsatdlow froma will of our own,a distinct
mental capacity to take into account all the relevant information and then preside over our
conflicting motivations by acting on princeal

Instead, we are essentially bodies, part of the physical world, normally unaware of the
ways in which we are heavily influenced by our surroundings. We make decisions based on
instinct and habjtor based on features we donOt even ngicbaps mosif the time we just do
what we feel like. To be sure, we spend a lot of time reasoning, but this reasoning is often
backwardgfacing we reason in attempts to justify opinions we already hold or actions weOve
already undertakeor decided to undertak®egarch on human rationality has consistently
demonstrated that we are just not as rational as we take ourselves to be. This view of our selves
as autonomous creatures who are good at determining whatOs in our (or othersQ) interest and then
acting on it in pincipled ways is a form of setfeceptionThe standard rationalist model of
autonomouslecisionmaking has been shown to be an inaccurate representation of how we
actually make choices, and this impugns the case for adultsO exclusive rigkdeteselination
based on based on rational autonomy.

Paralleling research that accuses aduihdms of overstating our own rationality, there is
an emerging and rich body of research that accuses us of understating the rational, moral and

cognitive capacities of babies and very young children. | have already pointed out some of the

Y See, e.g., Haidt, Ariely, Kahneman, Tversky.

95



unique skills obabies. Babies have also been shown to understand cause and effect and to
discern other peopleOs cognitive states even before they are able t8 Gpeaith Matthews
argues that childrenOs rational capacities, including their basic grasp of philosppstiahs
and issues, challenges standard estimations of very young childrenOs cognitivesbitilies.
Van Ausdale and Joe Feagin present thaed fouryearoldsO use of racial constructs as a
challenge tPiagetOs developmental mo@lildrenarebetter, faster learners than adulteey
are natural experimenters; they have been shown to be more aware and more conscious of their
surroundings, in the sense that they can take in more information at once, though they are poorer
than adults at focusing on one particular stimulugVhile adult consciousness is more like a
spotlight, Alison Gopnik compares baby consciousness to a lantern. In a famous video, we are
asked to count the number of times a basketball is passed among players on a courtildleanwh
someone in a gorilla costume walks in plain view across the center of the screen. The point of the
video is to demonstrate the power of selective attention. Most adults are so busy counting the
basketball tosses that they miss the gorilla.

Very yourg children are more likely to spot the gorilfeBabies are also better at
imagining ways the world might be. This is due to the early stage of development of their
prefrontal cortex. The adult capacity to make loeign decisions is attributed to the rofeour
prefrontal cortex innhibition. In order to decide on a course of action, we have to eliminate
alternative possibilities. But Gopnik argues that counterfactual thinking, the ability to imagine

alternative ways the past and future might be, amil dleseso as to bring about the changes we

2 Gopnik, 5463.
21(1994, 2008).

22117.
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desire, is what makes us human, and thus that, with their superior capacities for imagination due
to their prefrontal immaturity, babies could be seen as a kind of superadult.

OlIf we focus on adult abilitiesEthdrabies and young children will indeed look pretty
pathetic. But if we focus on our distinctive capacities for change, especially imagination and
learning, then itOs the adults who look sI&W0pnik concludes that to the extent that adults
strive for opeamindedness, creativity, innovation, open learning, and imagination, we should
learn to thinkmorelike children. | suspect that as children increasingly come to be seen as
legitimate research subjects in their own right, children and babies will cottigieenonstrate
that they possess other valuable human qualities to a greater degree than adults, and to a greater
degree than we suppose.

On a different noteoneQOs claim to agency depends not just on competence or what one is
good at, but indeed, sometimiasompetenceOneOs incapacity to do a certain thisgmetimes
enhances oneQOs claim to be able to tyitopart (but not only) since trying tdis precisely
how one develops the capacityxtd-or a toddler learning to walk, every freely taken step is
significant. If an adultOs freedom to walk around is valuable, a toddlerOs is even Gupaiko.
has pointed out thalhe prefrontal cortex isog active during childhood, and its activity during
this time shapes its adult fofhEvidence suggests that postponing the inhibitive role of the
prefrontal cortex actually leads to higher 1Qs in adulthood. Keeping your mind and imagination
open longer migt make you smartér.In some cases, the freedomxtmay be more important
and valuable for those who lack the capacity tioan for experk-ers. AndchildrenOs freedom is

not valuable solely because of the benefits it confers on them as adultss feodd be another

211,
213,

% Gopnik, 14.
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way of failing to take children seriously in the present. Instead, fre&dyetting to make
choices, move yourself about, and participate meaningfully as a sociabaci@iuable in
itself, equally for both children and adults alikéave tried to establish this by showing the
variety of feature®competence and incompetence among tBénat might make it valuable
for one to be able to do whatever it is that one is trying to do.

My main point in this chaptas that liberationis do not need to start from scratch in
denouncing the ideals of liberalism on whtble case for antiberationrests, or in devising
better ways to for thking about the value of childrenOs agefity principles of liberalism that
elevate adult agenayer childrenOs depend on notionsatibnalitythat have been successfully
challengedThe writing IOve considerbgt feminists and social scientigésnot representative of
all feminists or social scientistand | am nbclaiming that their views aiexmune to criticism.
But the terrain they map has been well trodden and is useful for identifying some problems with
the antiliberationistOgosition.

If insteadof seltsufficiency,we center relationships of care and community, we bring
the similaritiesbetween youth and adults into focus and can work towards envisionicgetako
ideal that enhances wiedting by promoting interdependence and caretaking, and that values
freedom and effective agency of people of all ages equally by cultivating necessdugnisms
of care and support for people of all agesconceptualizations alutonomyare well underway
and provide a better route to a more fulfilling world for people of all ggbsoader conception
of autonomy promotes a shift of attention from guestion of who, because of their limited
cognitive abilities, should be denied the right to act, to the more worthwhile question of how we

can facilitate agency and active participation for a wide variety of beings with an even wider
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array of skills andtsengths, as well as weaknesses, dependencies, and vulnerabilities.
BronfenbrennerOs ecological model helps to flesh out this picture.

We can then shift our focus to creating contexts in which even toddlers and babies are
able to act, that is, to activgbarticipate in their lives and in our communitiéghen we value
childrenOs freedom equally, we try to make it possible for them to participate when and how they
chooseFor very young children this might mean letting them struggle to climb into aizhair
better yet, providing more chairs their si2asking their permission, or at least letting them
know, before picking them up, or creating more ha#erd, pedestriacentered, public spaces.

My purpose here is not to provide the fully developed mechansrianguage for achieving

youth liberation take up that worknore in Chapter )5 but tofurtherimpugn the case for

dividing all people into two groups and thgranting to one groug full right to self
determinationwhile fully withholding that right from the othergroup | have doneso here by
looking at additional attempte challenge the basic tenets of that dichotomous power structure.

A final point is thatour place in the social groupge comprisesometimeghreatens our
autonomy bymisshaping our values and desires or limiting our optiBetational accounts of
autonomy, due to their focus on interdependence and social circumstances, lead us to consider
ways in whichour capacities, desires antated preferences may deformedoy an oppressive
society.The existence of oppression presents an additional challenge to political solipsism and to
the authority of individualsO judgments about how to achievéul#linent. On liberal
conceptions of rational autonomy, it is difficultdee how an autonomous agentOs consistent
desires and stated preferences could themselves be problematic.

Anti-liberationists do not account for the ways in which the social and political contexts

in which we exist often undermiroeir capacities to act sas to realize or promote whatOs of
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value.The antiliberationissOinsistence that adult agency is more sacred than young peopleOs
because adults, unlike children, have reached a state of moral and rational maturity falters partly
because it is based onswonceptions of human fulfilment and societal ideals misshapen by an
oppressive society.he appeal to rationality itself unfairly privileges features adults take

ourselves to have, while simultaneously disvaluing childrenOs uniqueSaaitsifying Iberal

notions of rationality and the capacity to act in ome@®snterest, even when coupled with
recognition of a moral requirement to consider the interests of others, overlooks young peopleOs
unique moral insights and other strengiaagents, deprimg them of power they could and

should be able to exercis®énd this deprivatioractually shapes what they are able tolddhe

next chapter, | look more closely at adultism, atldow the denial to children of a right to self

determination botneinforces and is reinforced by oppression.
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CHAPTER FOUR
ADULTISM
LetOs pause for review of the last few chapters-liberationists argue that young
people are inferior in their claim to agency in that young people lack a right-to self
determination. Antliberationists grant adults an exclusive right to make their own choices on
grounds otompetenceandthencashout the notion of competence in terms of rational
autonomy. h Chapter, | argued that youth agency is equal, first, in the Ewheinate sense that
young peopleleserve to have their similar instances of agency weighed similarly, and, second,
in thedeerminatesense that young peopleOs agency is often easugtiuable aadult agency
to count equally generallyn Chapter 2, | looked at three arguments against youth liberation, and
| made the case that they all three violate the Principle of Eqoéltgency.Then in Chapter
3, | criticizedthe antiliberationissChotion of rational autonomyrguing instead for a context
sensitive understanding of agential efficacy, and claiming that this would help to center
childrenOs unique moral and foaralskills. | appealedo feministcritiquesof the sanctified
role of rational autonomyonceived as a cognitive feature of individual adaltel | discussed
empirical research that shows that adattsless rationand babiesnorecognitivelycompetent
than we suppose. The feminist critique andeitmpirical researchothimpugn theantr
liberationistOs casgainst young peopleOs equalitd spealagainst the hierarchical, binary
system that marks adult choices as more valuhbkscribed some contegéensitive accounts of
autonomy and human development that overcome difficulties facing traditional liberal views

appealed to by anliberationists.
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Forestalling the case against youth liberation does not amount to a positive defense of the
youth liberaton movement. In order to defend the movement for youth liberatiemeed to
understand why the Opresent plawfethildren is unjust, and thus why a liberation movement is
needed. Understanding the need for a liberation movement requires a clos¢abhdksan, the
oppression of young peopRuilding on accounts of oppression developed by Marilyn Frye and
Ann Cudd, | will claim that dultismis a systematic, interconnected, and institutionally backed
set of harms and barriers, both physical and pdggical, perpetuated by adults towards
children. Adultismis not simplythe consciou$avoring of adult choicesor is it merely the
control that adults are granted over childiewven if the antiiberationists could show that adult
paternalism towardshildren is warrantedhis wouldnot amount to showing that adultism
doesnOt exist or that youth liberation is wrongheadkdt paternalism towards childreand
explicit favoring of adult choiceare bothpart of adultism, but they are not the whole thing.

Once we get a sense of thecroscopic structure, of how the distinct components of
adultism fit together, we will be in a better position to understand why youth liberation is so
important.The cases madeifadult control normally do nééke into accourthe broader
implications of adultist systems and structures, and the relation between these and adult
paternalism, and thus do not speak to the broader goals of the liberation mo¥ament strict
adul paternalism imecessarybroader adultist systems and structures are unjusthedess, and
the existence of this injustice gives us a collective obligation to unBiher way, there is
much work for youth liberation to do.

While anttliberationiss have been univocal in denying that youth are oppressea;the
childhood studies,* a burgeoning interdisciplinary academic field, recognizes and works against

adultist systems and structures both within and beyond the academy. | begin in Section | by

! See Lenzer, Corsaro, Qvortrup, James and James, Woodhouse, Mason and Fattore, Mayall (1994).
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looking more closely at the new childhood studies, specifically the new childhood theoristsO
unanimous conviction that childhood is a social construction. I look closely at writing of the new
childhood theorists in the hopes that their collective recogritigrouth as an oppressed group
will encourage philosophers to get on board with this expansive research program, which is
devoted to young peopleOs liberation and to their being taken seriously as equal participants in
the social world. | will describe mumber of parallels, some of which have already been explored
by others, between womenOs studies and the new childhood studies, and their respective
commitments to liberation.

In Section Il, | lookmore closely abppression, drawing on analyses of oppoess
developed by Ann Cudd and Marilyn Frygaudd and Frye both describe oppression as an
interconnected web of social forces. Frye discusses the effects of oppressiobaficour
includingthe difficulty of undoing patterns of behavior whasgactsare deeplyphysically
embedded within our musculature, while Cudd describes at length the material and psychological
harms that are constitutive of oppressiBath insist that oppression has a macroscopic structure,
onethatessentially involves harmaflicted by groups of people on other groupst just at the
level of individualsand thugs sometimes difficult to recognizErye and Cudd botemphasize
thatoppression shapes our social institutions themselves and thus exists beyond personal
prejudice oran individualsO conscious favorisfgsome groups over othei/e can and do
participate in and perpetuate oppressive structures even if we donOt,raadroto schools,
legal systems, heath care systems, and even our language perpetuate theses sisuwell
Youth liberationist Howard Cohen makes this point in relation to childrenOs oppression:

Ewe may take no comfort in our own good intentions or kindly feelings toward

children. As adults in a society which oppresses children, we are plagt of

problenE As a society, we have come to understand that there is not only
personal bigotry, but institutional racism; not only male chauvinism, but
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economic and social discrimination against women. We are now being asked to

acknowledge that there is nmly child abuse, but systematic mistreatment of

children?

In Section Ill, Idescribe some componentstioé mistreatment and marginalization of
young peoplel alsocall into questiorsome standargractices and ways of relating to children
that are commdy acceptedis norproblematicl hope to clarify some of the ways in which
youth are relegated to an inferior status legally, socially and maralgim thatyoung peopleOs
subordinate status, includitigeir complete subjection to aduontrol and the denial to them of
rights ofself-determination, constitut@ppression, as understood on Frye and CuddOs actounts.
also briefly consider young peopleOs material oppression, including violence and economic
deprivation, more fully. | arguhat patterns of violence and economic deprivation caagart
of an oppressive systeamd result from childrenOs marginalizatioddisrespect for their voices
and experiences$ set aside until Chapter Snaore thorougltiscussion of the practical
passibilities of youth liberation, of what liberation might be like, and of specific examples of
both justified paternalism (for youth and adults) andnkergenerationadharing of power.

I. The New Childhood Studiesand the Construction of Childhood

The injustice of the broader systems and structures by which young people are reduced,
marginalized, and subordinated to adult interests and power has been explicitly recognized by
scholars working within theew childhood studies, an interdisciplinary resarch program whose
inception at a 1991 conference at Brooklyn College at City University of New York signified a
break from previous thinking about children. The new childhood studies marked a paradigm

shift® in the way children are seen and approachédinvhistory, law, sociology, psychology

29,

3 This point appears repeatedly in the literature, but see especially James and James, Qvortrup, Corsaro.
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and other disciplines, and it has gained steam through the creation of childrenOs studies
departments around the wofid.

The new childhood studies is devoted to viewing children from an interdisciplinary and
holistic perspective, and it is critical of the ways in which traditional research on children has
been circumscribed within distinct disciplines with almost no interdisciplinary dialogue. The
field is also multidisciplinary in that new childhood theorists seslkonly to incorporate an
explicit interdisciplinary focus within their research, but also to bring together research on
children that is underway within the confines of separate disciplines, even when this research
lacks an explicit interdisciplinary fos. New childhood theorists insist that boundaries between
disciplines need to be challenged, and research on children within particular disciplines needs to
be informed by and considered against conversations taking shape within other disciplines. New
childhood theorists also encourage different academic departments, outside of childrenOs studies,
to take up an explicit focus on young people as a unique social class.

The new childhood studies idi&erationist, anti-adultist approach to studying children,
characterized by a number of additional overlapping commitments that are taken to set it apart
from previous research on children. The new approach recognizes children as equal and
competent social actors in their own right, in the present, which netesghe centering of
childrenOs equally important voices and agency in childrenOs research. New childhood theorists
also agree that childhoodassocial constructigrshaped differently in different places, within
different demographics, and in differdnstorical periods. The social construction of childhood
is directly related to the imbalance of power between children and adults, which leads childrenOs

theorists directly to address other types of power and oppression, and their intersections. Inherent

* Universities with Childhood Studies Departments or Childhood Studies Theorists: Rutgers University, City
University of New YorkbBrooklyn College, Hampshire College, University of NebraBkancoln, University of
JyvSskylSUniversity of Queensland, Urersity of Western Sydney, University of Oslo.
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in the recognition of children as equals is a critique of adultism and of childrenOs marginalized
place within existing, conventional social and social scientific practice. Childhood theorists see
their commitment to viewing children as equal and actaréi@pants as a departure from
traditional theorizing about children. The social construction of childhood means that childrenOs
inequality is not a biological given, but can be challenged and changed. This is why the new
childhood studies is also at @tererransformative and committed to radical change both within
and beyond the academy.

The themes that have emerged within the new childhood studies parallel themes in other
disciplines, such as womenOs studies and African American studies, thatdeavia agsponse
to the historical exclusion of particular grouploth as researchers and subjects of resé&arch
from traditional academic disciplines. Much like theorists in these other fields, the new
childhood theorists are critical of traditional d@mes for failing to take up a specific focus on
young peopleY outh liberationists, including the new childhood theorists and some
philosophersgall attentionthe construction of childhood through the stereotyping of young
people, aduitentered ideolgical perspectives that degrade, marginalize and objectify young
people and render them invisible, adult cultural domination most apparent in the pervasiveness of
strict adult paternalism, and the relation of all of these to the systemic violence, reeglect,
economic deprivation experienced by young people. Belmake the case that these unique
groupbased harms and limitations facing young people constitute their oppression.

New childhood theorists are unanimous in their conviction that childhoosbisia
construct. They criticize the dominant conception of young people as a distinct, natural class,
with a unique and unified set of biologically determined needs and capacities that distinguishes

them, as a whole, from adults. The conceptual distindietween child and adult does not, as
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they say, carve the world at its joints, but involves the complex interplay of social norms,
expectations, and adwdentered ideological perspectives that shape our conceptions of people of
different ages, creating dichotomous, hierarchical social ordering where there is no underlying,
dichotomous biological division. Leena Alanen has termed this prgeessitioning, bringing
out an analogy with the conceptg@fidering, where both are processes by which peogde a
hierarchically categorized in relation to one another through social practice.

Part of the justification for seeing childhood as a construction is-cutgsal and
historical variation in how children are socialized within their respective sociéhégpeAries
provided the classic historical text on the construction of childharguing thathildhood was
nonexistent in the Middle des. Children dressed liked their adult counterppitsed in adult
activities, and began working as youngagefour or five. An article infhe New Yorker
compares American children to childrienPeru, describing an anthropologistOs trip down the
Urubamba River in the Peruvian Amazon with a family from the Matsigenka tribe and their six
yearold family friend, Yanira, who asked to come along. Yanira was Ocalm aipbsséfssedO
and made herselfseful throughout the trip, sweeping sleeping areas, helping stack leaves they
collected and even fishing for crustaceami€h she cleaned, boiled, and served to the otbers.
By age two, children of the Matsigenka tribe regularly heat food over agemifid by three
they use knives and machetesy @® time they reach puberty Matsigenka kids have mastered
most of the skills necessary for surviél

The articlecites a study contrastirtbe children of the Matsigé&a tribe with American
childrenin 32 middle class families in Los Angel@$he children from LA often refuse to help

with household chores, never contributing without being instructed to, and capable children ask

5 Kolbert.
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for or demand assistance with simple tasks such as untying their sho#@sgragiork from a
drawer. These behaviors of middle class American children are arguably forms of indirect
oppression, by which members of oppressed groups adopt the oppressive beliefs and attitudes of
the dominant culturéelhe examples also constitutgaence of the ways in which social
devaluation of childrenOs choices can stunt the development of their capacities.

Anti-liberationists insist that viewing childhood as merely constructed is an exaggeration.
Archard points to traits that young people shamiversallyOChildren learn to walk, recognize
and manipulate objects, talk, etc. at roughly the same ages whatever the society in which they are
brought up.GBut the examples he gives concern children in the first year or two of their lives
only, suggesting a lack of any obvious biological distinction that could form the basis for the
division ubiquitously drawn between children and adults overall. Babies learn to walk and
manipulate objects at around the same time in any culture, but even iogahkdy are two or
three years old, there are vast differences in what children in different cultures and in different
historical periods are able and expected to do. The natural differences pointed to by the anti
liberationist do not correspond to thetihction drawn through social practices between youth
and adults generally.

Still, thereare at least some natural differences that correspond to age and it is worth
looking for universal similarities among peer groups in different cultural and histooictExts.
Younger people have existed for a shorter amount of time than older people. We also all start out
small and get bigger, with additional physical and psychological needs and capacities that change
through time. These changes are more dynamigdonger peopl®the rate of change slows as
we age. Barbara Woodhouse, who argues through narrative for the centering of childrenOs voices

and agency in securing their moral and legal rights, discusses two developmental models of
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human maturation. Woodhse looks at Jean Piaget, who describes four distinct stages as young
people move from childhood to adulthood, and Erik Erikson, who marks ongoing stages of
maturation, on through adulthood and old age. Woodhouse thinks the developmental models
each providaiseful ways for construing human maturation, and she enriches them both by
setting them withirthe ecological framework inspired by Urie Bronfenbrentiet | discussed in
Chapter 3 Consideration of the ecological model brings to light the ways in whigh

differences and similarities among people of different ages are shapedtbytual features
including oppression.

Youth liberationists do not need to deny that there are any underlying natural differences
between people of different ages, possessaversally by members of particular peer groups
across cultures, nor that there are biological features that change gradually as we grow. They do
not in principle need to take a stand on the accuracy of the developmental models, or the extent
to which various features possessed by people of different ages are a result of biology or social
constraint. While youth liberationists can remain neutral on whether most childhood traits are
biologically determined or socially inculcated, they do insist thatithsiah of all people based
on age into two hierarchicabstructured moral categories is a result of social practice, not of any
underlying natural or binary differences or similarities. Moreover, they claim, some differences
that falsely appear to be natl differences between adults and children are actually the effects
of deeply entrenched oppressive social patterns. These putative natural differences are then taken
to justify the broader system of adult domination, not just adult paternalism, butyemanel
aspects of young peopleOs powerlessness and marginalization that are part of the status quo. It is

useful to consider this idea in light of the feminist distinction between sex and gender.
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Feministshave often seetine sex categories of male amdfale as a natural, biologically
fixed dichotomy separate from gender. Gender, in contrast, was seen as a classification scheme
that distinguished men and women socially, and was at the root of womenOs social inequality.
The distinction between sex and denprovided a solid basis for feminists to criticize
patriarchal cultureDue to its social underpinnings, gender was seen as more malleable than sex,
allowing feminists to criticize the social differences drawn between genders, especially those that
situated women as subordinate to men, without denying biological differences. Distinguishing
between sex and gender gave us a way to pull apart harmful social practices from the biological
distinctions that are mistakenly taken to justify these practices.

Marilyn Frye criticizes the sex/gender distinction, contendimgt sex and gender are
both constructed in the sense that social practices shape not only our social expressions of
gender, but oubodiesthemselves. Women are culturally mandated to have srpaktures, for
example, but their musculature actually shapes itself to these demands. WomenOs spines actually
grow in accord with the reduced postures that they adopt due to social pressure. Moreover, the
underlyingbinarydistinction between the sexesitself called into question by the prevalence of
intersex infants and by medical practices that view intersex infants as in need of surgical
correction, even when surgical interventions are purely cosmetic. According to Frye, we bully
each other into aichotomous gendered power structure; without all the bullying there might be
six or seven gender categories, or none at all. We just donOt know.

The distinction between sex and gender has been used by new childhood theorists to draw
parallels between theqcess ogendering and that ogenerationing. Generationing is the
process by which we categorize people as children or adults, creating through social practice the

illusion of two distinct, natural ageased categories. Alanen distinguishatural fromsocial
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childhood, marking a distinction analogous to the one between sex and gender. For her, this
distinction suggests that childhood
is not a natural phenomenon and that human offspring are not automatically children;
instead they would need to be seeibhécome children, and always in a particular time, in
particular locations, by force of particular processes. A distinction created between the
two allows us to think of childhood and its sociality autonomously from the other side,
and not as a societalsponse to the foundation that is the Onatural &hild.O
Although Alanen denies altogether the biological basis for distinguishing children from adults,
insisting that childhood is entirely constructed, liberationists neednOt take a stand on which
featuresof younger people are natural and which are social. Similarly, Frye is not concerned to
deny that there are natural differences between men and women. Her point, again, is that social
forces have shaped two distinct categories on the basis of which ke gestify the power and
privilege of those in one category over those in the other. Without these social forces, we might
not have the power scheme that we do. In the case of children, we might instead have more inter
generational integration and soa@atangements that make possible the sharing of power
between youth and adults, and that equally honor young peopleOs voices and agency. We might
have a more graded landscape detailing the types of choices that people of diffesemight to
be able to make, a landscape that does not conform to a dichotomous structure.
Without social childhood constructed through social practice, there might be no
underlying Onatural childhoodO to begin with, no important and unique feagessedsby all
and only the members of some importantlistinguish class of yawger people. Like the

culturalwinds of patriarchy, the winds of adultism have shaped two classes of people where a

different collection of forces might have shaped five oranandot necessarily hierarchically
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related3° We don®t know what younger people would be like without the social construction of
childhood, because young people cannot be considered separately from the cultural contexts in
which they exist. In our culte, the construction of childhood has meant the creation of two
importantly distinct age categories, the disempowerment of all of the members of one of those
categories through the withholding of their rights to-selfermination, and their subsequent
subordination to the power of members of the dominant category.

One difference between sex and age is that there is an obvious continuous passage from
birth through old age, whereas the idea that biological sex, specifically the difference between
male andémale, is also a continuum or at least-borary is less obvious, and we donOt
normally pass from one sex to another. The fact that we pass between ages, whereas we donOt
usually pass between sexes, is a difference between adultism and sexism, bn€it disasm
the charge that we treat children unfairly. The continuum of change from birth through old age,
however, does provide support to the liberationistsO rejection of the age binary, which construes
adulthood as a unified state, importantly distiingin every younger age.

The dichotomous division of biological sexes is enforced through elaborate practices that
shape and mold bodies that donOt fit within the binary. We think everyone is fully male or fully
female partly because when someone isn@eans respond with procedures to force them into
one category or the other. Although we may acknowledge universal characteristics of particular
age groups, there is not the same illusion of a natural binary that distinguishes all older people
from all yourger people. Everyone agrees that aging is degreed. We mark peopleOs ages at every
year of their lives, sometimé&especially for very young childrédeven month to month. Our
age classification system, then, is more-timeed than a simple system thadnks people as

youth or adult without considering what lies between. Noticing that some people lie outside of
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rigidly enforced boundaries between two sexes is important for disarming the binary sex
distinction, which is crucial to dismantling patriarchyyeh as appreciation of the continuum of
change from infancy through old age is important for dismantling adultism.

Related is the idea that we were all once children. Fond memories of the experience of
childhood may dissuade adults that adultism existisadults have been accused of
misremembering their childhoods. Getrud Lenzer, founder of the new sociology of childhood,
claims that adults have forgotten what itOs like to be children, and yet create Omost of what we
know about children.O She hopes thatnew childhood studies will Ocontribute to providing
children and childhood with a voice that is commensurate with their reality and not exclusively
an adult construction:t5ari Knopp Biklen accuses traditional childhood researchers of
imagining Oinsier statusO based on false memories that problematically divert attention from
childrenOs own accounts of their experiences, ignoring the authority of childrenOs interpretations
of their own experiences as well as the power dynamics between adults anerymomje?

Later | discuss Alice Miller, who describes the psychological mechanisms by which we repress
painful memories of childhood and ssduently go on as adults to inflict more suffering on the
children in our care.

Anti-liberationists regularly acse liberationists of overlooking important diffeces
between youth and adults. Tlee contrary, dismantling the binary social construct and unequal
distribution of power between youth and adults would help bring to light the qualities that people
of different age groups actually possess. Dismantling the binary brings out the nuances obscured
by theexaggeration ofvithin-group similarities and betwegroup differences. For example,

the notion of a right to setletermination, granted only to those abaweertain age range,
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overlooks cases in which young peopleOs urfégares (particular competersor
incompetenes) give them a claim to act that is as strong or stronger than adult claimgh&hus,
binaryobscures the moral complexity of our clairmsagency.

Shifting our focus from the binary distinction between youth and adults to the differences
and similarities between people of multiple different peer groups gives us more information
about what people are like at each age than simply lookirginfolarities and differences
between youth and adults overall. Also, including a childOs cultural context in our investigation
of the featires that the child possessgsiucial to developing a comprehensive understanding of
that childOs traits and cajpi@s. Liberationists consider what the child is like in relation to the
contexts in which they liv®since the liberationist focus is at least in part on the oppressive
forces within these contexi®and not as a separate biological fact that is indegeraf culture.
Recognition of the complex interplay of oppressive forces, the constructed nature of the binary
that separates youth from adults overatid the inaccuracies of our own childhood memories
allows us to more fully appreciate the qualitiepebple of different ages.

Some may reject the accusation that there is abaged binary system in place to begin
with. We already distinguish babies and toddlers from children, adolescents and young adults
socially and morallyAs IOve mentionedewecognize not just a distinction between youth and
adults overall, but distinct age groups under each of these two umbiidiasiews of the anti
liberationists, too, recognize multiple algased distinctions, not just a single one. Social forces
respnd to multiple age classifications besides youth and adult. Indeed, | think elderly people are
also victims of oppression; it follows that the contours that characterize the distribution of power

based on age are more nuanced and multifaceted than a bimguly. Indeed, older children
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may seem to act in oppressive ways towards younger children, drawing on their age as a defense
of their superiority.

Nonetheless the binary distinction between adults and everyone else is prevalent. When
older children assert their superiority over younger ones, their defense is their proximity to
adulthoodLighter-skinned brown people face advantages over daianeal brown people, but
this does not impugn the existence of racismlaisarypower scheme that privileges white
people. It is because of their proximity to whiteness that liggkiemed people are privileged
relative to darkeskinned people

Anti-liberationists are clearly committed to defendebinary conceptiomf aging
Attributing rights of self-determinatiorexclusively to adultss their smoking gun. A right to self
determinations binary in that it divides the holders of that right from the-hotders. And it is
exclusionary in that it is intended to justify the status quo of striebaged segregation
(specifically the exclusion of all younger people from the world of adults), which is under attack
by the youth liberation movement. Youngeople are excluded from the world of adults by
being denied an equal claim to agency. To the extent thdtksrationists want to decentralize
the age binaryto back off of their claims that adults are importantly different from everyone
younger, anda acknowledge that humans at different stages of development are not
hierarchically related, but morally equal (in the senses | discussed in Chapters 1 and 2), their
position begins to merge with the liberationistsO. Nonetheless, the notion of a etfht to s
determination will remain fundamentally afiberationist as long as it is used to draw an
important moral divide between all younger and all older people.

In this section | have discussed the new childhood theoristsO notion of generationing,

based orthe feminist distinction between sex and gender, to clarify the social dimensions of
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conceptions of childhood, and | discussed crmsgtiral and historical variations of childhood as
a defense for viewing childhood as a social construction. | also eeglaihy youth liberation is
compatible with there being some underlying natural similarities and differences between people
of different ages, but it is not compatible with the existing, binary social and moral hierarchy that
subordinates youth to adultsclaimed that rejecting this binary allows us to more fully
appreciate the moral, social and biological differences among people of different ages, and |
argued for the importance of viewing children within the variety of cultural contexts in which
children actually live and grown the following section, Section Il,describe two prominent
analyses of oppressi@md outline the distinct forces that constitute oppressiogection 1, |
show how children are subject to the forces of oppression aithntéese analyses.
I1. Oppression

The concept of oppression plays a unique role in helping us understand and shape our
moral landscapéddentifying particular type®f oppression as such allows us to recognize the
featureghey sharavith other types of oppression, amdiesour oppressive practices, beliefs,
and behavior$o a long history of thinking and writing on oppressibhe idea is that
oppressions such ascism andexism for exampleare different manifestations afsmilar
phenomenon. Racism anelxésm are both deepbnd historicallyentrenched, institutionally
backedsystemsor networksof interrelatedpbractices behaviorsaand beliefghat result in some
groups having a variety of forms vhjustifiedpower over othrs.Recognizinghe
commonalities in the powsstructures that characterize racism asmdsnis important for
undoingthem both

Construing racism andesgism as existing, entrenched historical systems raises a problem

for many philosophers, who often mistake oppressiomgneconscioudias or personal
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prejudice Equatingoppressiomwith abias orpreference fooneOs owgroup ovemthers
actuallyobsares existing oppressigtructuresRacism, for examplerivileges white people at
the expense of nonwhite peopse, usinghe term OracismO to namy form ofconscious
prejudice in favor of oneOs own raghateveroneOs radeppens to heverlooks themany
ways in whichwhite people specifically,haveunjustlydominatedand harmecdhonwhite people
globally andthroughout historyORacismO, Osexism®Oadultisrnéferrigidly to existing
systems of powdnsy which some groups of peoglavein fact dominatd other groups of
peopleand not tagroupbaseddias or prejudicgenerally, whichmayin principleoccurby
members of any group towards any other griigtory aside

Oppression is an unjust, grolyased system of harm or limitatiGhSince it involves
interactions between social groups, oppression is a social phenorAenerCud®s irdepth
analysis of oppressiassertshat while ontologically reducible to the individuals who comprise
them, social groups are conceptually distimtitees and are explanatorily indispensible for
understanding human behavior. &urdd a social group is a set of individuals who share
common social constraints, and a social constraint is a pattern of rewards or penalties that attach
to the choices ohidividuals. When a social constraintastitutional, it applies to individuals
based on their social roles, and independently of their individual characteristics. OOppression,O
on CuddOs account, Oconsists in the existence of unjust and imséigqutainal constraints®
An institutional constraint isnequaklwhen it impacts the life outcomes of members of some
groups differently than others, aitds unjustwhen there is no justification for this differential

impact.

B Frye Cudd
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Like Cudd,Frye looks athe ways that oppression shapes onefi®ns When one is
oppressedyn FryeOs account, Oone is caught in a bind, caught between systematically related
pressures ®She compares oppression to a birdcage, claiming that part of the reason oppression
is difficult to recognize ishatit is difficult to seehow oneelement ofan oppressive structuren
its ownblike one wire of a birdcagecouldserve to harnor restrictmembers of the oppressed
group.Since oppression is a network or pattern of interdlaiarriers,tiis only by shifting the
level of perceptiorio that network or pattern as a whttat we can comprehenide oppressive
force of individual oppressive ac¥/e have to shifto a macroscopilevel of perceptiorn
order to see the cage awhole.We have to look at how particular actions and practices fit
within an overarchingppressivestructure She considers the practice of men opening doors for
women, insisting that the practice only OpretendsO to be helpful, when in fact is part of an
overarching pattern by which women are reduced and seen as degéndent.

Victims of oppression are necessarily members of particular groups, since oppression is
perpetuated by groups against other groups. It is in virtue of oneOs membership in thetgroup tha
one is subject to the oppression. Accounts of oppression therefore often look closely at how
groups are formed and maintained. For Frye, whose focus is on sexism, the grouping of all
people into two distinct sexes proceeds through an elaborate patteankaig and announcing
our sexes, which she claims is Oabsolutely pervasive and deeply entrenched in all patterns of
behaviorEG’ Our behaviors and practices create the illusion of two distinct sexes, which is
essential to structuring a hierarchy in whmbn have power over women. We create this

illusion throughsexmarking and announcingnd by needingp know the sex of everyone with
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whom we interact, even in passifigye points out, @leverything one does, one has two
complete repertoires of behavjiane for interactions with women and one for interactions with
men.&

As | pointed out above, evalso perpetuate the illusiohtwo distinct sex categoridy
surgically altering the bodies oftersexinfants a sizeable portion of the populatiavhose
physical features (includingormonal makeaip,chromosomes atar genitals) do not fit neatly
within a male/female dichotomy.Frye®smphasis on the social shaping of sex categories, even
at the level of oneOs physicabmlogical features, impugribe standard distinction drawn
between sex andegder, in which sex is seenla@slogically determined, and gender as a social
construct. On FryeOs account, even our bidamy physical bodieBare shaped by social
practicesOSocialization molds ouotiies; enculturation forms our skeletons, our musculature,
our central nervous systenfS.Our social practices exaggerate the similarities within each sex,
as well as the differences between segs=ating the illusion that there is an important twofold
distinction to be drawn

According to Cuddwho recognizes the similarities between her and FryeOs accounts,
stereotypinga form of categorization by which one structures the social world irgcomps
(groups of which the perceiver is a member) anegootips (groups of which the perceiver is not
a memberpis the basis for the formation of social groapsl thus drives oppressicdudd
appeals to research on stereotyping within cognitive psychology to claim that stereotyping plays
a crucial role in thatructuring of oppressive systemsportantly,like sexmarking and sex

announcingstereotyping involves a biased exaggeration of wigilioup samenasand between

820.
¥ Dreger.

2037



group differencefFurthermore, & learn stereotypes from our social surroundings, inwgaene
groups are stereotyped more favorably than others. Stereotypes are glsopstliating,
making them stable, lasting cognitive structures that are difficult to ch@agde. maintains that
stereotypings the underlying cognitive mechanism of ogsien.

As has been broadly recognized, we donOt know how much of an exaggeration of within
group sameness and between group differences there is within oppsessagroupings
because we donOt have a way to see what people would be like in circumstances that arenOt
oppressiveSince oppression shapes us, we donOt know what we would be like with8ut it.

Mill makesa similarpoint abousexism WomenQOsxclusion from politial spheres negatively
impacts their skills for political participation, which seems in turn to justify their exclusign.

Mill recognizes thatvomenOs political skills would be different were women not excluded from
the political realm. The pervasivenegsexism leaves us unable to know what women would be
like in a nonsexist culture. Frye concurs:

we do not know whether human behavior patterns would be dimorpinig hes of

chromosomal sex ifve were not threatened and bulliediBe cultural and ecomic

structures which create and enforce elaborate and rigid patternsrofisdrg and sex
announcingEcorstruct two classes of animals, the masculine and the feminine, where
another constellation of forces might have constructed three or five categodesot
necessarily hierarchically relatéd.

FryeQattention to this point leads to a shift in her understanding of sexism. Sexism is
not, as she originally believed, the markimgothersof oneOs sex as relevant wheaOs sex is
irrelevant Instead she claims, the rigid and ubiquitous patterns ofrearking and sex
announcing, actually.ake sex relevant when it otherwise wouldnOfTihés is how sexism

operatesthe distinctions we draw between seaetually make a significant difference to what

we are like; theyghape us physically and psychologically so adivimle our species into
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dominants and subordinat@s,orderto maintain a dominant/subordinate power structure.
Sexism includes allfdhe forces thaperpetuatehis pervasivestructure.

Cuddprovides a detailed cataloguetbé specificforces of oppressiomnd we can
follow her indrawing a primary distinction between material and psycholofpcegs of
oppressionThe material forcesf oppressionncludeviolence and economic deprivatiomhich
reinforce one another to Oform an effective priédaréund the oppressed gm Cudd defines
violence aghe use of physical force to intentionally inflict physical hamanotheror on their
material possessionSystemic violence targets members of a social group, and thus harms all
members of the group, even those who are not direct victims of the violence. This is because
when harm is directed at members of a social grangthis becomes knowrhose who share
that group membership experience a threat of future hrenlink between group harm and
individualsO experiencsisows howsystemicviolence isalsoconnected to the psychological
forces of oppressiontheimpactsof violencemayinclude not only physical harm to oneOs body
or materidpossessions, but also terror, trauma, and other psycholefeetis When the
violence is systemic, or directed at a social group, allatfgroupOs members suffer
psychologicaharmfrom the violence because they all face threats of future violence in virtue of
their group membershifhe psychologicakcomponent of oppression also includes those
psychological forces that are not directly related to violence or economic deprivation.

Group violence also leads to a groupOs economic disadvantage by limiting the choices of
group members, and sometimes by physicathakening odisablingthem eliminating
economic opportunitieCudd gives an exampte the further social constraints impasay
economic deprivatioitself. Because of segregated housitag,instanceplack people often get

information about job opportunities from other black people, whose optioassatefairly

22 Cudd, 118.

121



limited. So they form preferences for what their limited circumstances diioer. city black
youth form dreams about becoming star athletes or &ti€tsddalsodistinguishes direct and
indirect forces of oppression, where direct forces mhelimitations impsed from outside of
oneOs groupslaveryor employment discriminatigrior exampleDwhile indirect oppression
includes ways in which members of oppressed groups are coopted into perpetuating their own
oppressionAs inthe example give of black youth, indirececonomicoppression causes
members of oppressed groups to magenomicchoices that are ultimately againstitha@avn
goodand the good of those with whom they shgn@upmembershipThis is one of thenany
reasons why oppressids hard to undé’

Since it isa groupbased harm, oppression is often difficult to perceive. iEpartly
because members of oppresgups can act in oppressive ways without themselves or their
victims realizing that they are perpetuating oppressioaware of the grodpased structure of
the oppressiarOppression does not require that its perpetrator intend to harm members of a
group as sucft And as with the different types of economic oppression, psychological harm can
be directbwhenit is inflicted by members of the dominant group against members of the
subordinate grouPor it can be indirect, whereby members of an oppressed group perpetuate
psychological harms through their olwaliefs andchoicesFinally, Cudddistinguishes between
pointand cultural forces of oppressiomhere point forces occur within individual interactions,
and cultural forces are more diffuse throughout a culture. OCultural psychological forces form the

background social beliefs and desires within which we percergeloes and others and act on
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those beliefs and desires,O and they can be Oinvisible and infthms &3 with other forms
of groupbasecharm, groupbased psychological harms harm all group members dbe to
threat of future harm.

Cudd goes on to cdtmue the different types of psychological oppresdrmnt forces of
directpsychological oppression include terror and trauma, specifically PTSD and other impacts
of violence, which reduce the capacity of the victim to cope with future challengesstarttas
of oppression. They also include humiliation and degradation, which can lead to shame, anger, a
sense of resignation, and low sefteenf’ Finally, point forces oflirect psychological
oppression include objectification, whinvolves ignoring @ersonOisilly equal statusand
reducing them to objects whose purpose is to fulfill the desires or satisfaction of another.

Among the cultural forces dafirectpsychological oppression, Cudd includes traditions
andconventions, religious practices apeliefs, ideologie®that is, Opolitical, social, and
scientific theories that purport to offer rationalipas of tradition and conventi6ff band
cultural domination. Cultural domination occurs when a group fails to be recognized,
accommodated, or resgted by the dominant culture. Cudd gigesneexamples of cultural
domination: compulsory heterosexual®yhe presumption that everyoneaisd ought to be
heterosexuaband the situation of deaf people in hearing society.

Indirect oppression, again,eathe forces of oppression perpetuated by mendbers
oppressed groups themselveso have internalized the oppressive beliefs and values of the
broader cultureAmong the indirect forces of psychological oppression, Cudd counts shame and

low seltesteem,dlse consciousness, atieformed desires. Shame and low-sslfeem involve
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feeling unworthy or not good enough, a sense of oneOs own inferiority. Shame and low self
esteem can be caused by violence and economic deprivation, as well as by other diseof forc
oppression including humiliation and degradation. False consciousness includes false beliefs that
are formed in oppressive circumstances and that perpetuate the oppression. This includes the
false beliefs that womenOs appropriate role is in donsestice for exampleor that black men
are more prone to commit violence, or that wealthy people deserve to be \&Rltrally
among the indirect forces of oppression that Cudd consadedeformed desires, desires
misshapen by an oppressive soci@gformed desires are adapted to oppressive circumstances
and would not exist were it not for the oppressive circumstances.

Importantly, gpression is cyclical’ Oppression is a sefferpetuating syster@n
CuddOs accounttydugh indirect forces of oppression, oppressed groups are coopted into
perpetuating theioppressionwhile both direct and indirect forces of oppression weaken group
members, rendering them unable, or less able than they otherwise would be, to clytenith
challenges, harms, and limitations caused by oppressionpéinytsto the difficulty of changing
our habitsSinceour muscles and skeletons are actually physically molded by our patterns of
behavior changing these patternseistremely difficult** These considerations are all part of the
reason that oppression is so difficultrézognize andindo.

For Cudd, oppression involves social constraints on oneOs chuities.thathis
requires the capacity for choioeaking and that oppressed persomust occupy particular social
roles and participate in social institutions. Here the new childhood theoristOs insistence on

viewing young people as equal participants and social agents is important, since it suggests that

2 Cudd, 178.
30 Cudd, 79.

L Frye, 37.

124



people as young as infants matteast some of the requirements for being the type of being
who could be subject to oppression. My criticism of-dh@rationists who restrict the notion of
choice to include only actions backed by rational autonomy are also relevant. Much like-the ant
liberationists, CuddOs view implies that agents who are not capable of making choices (for her,
this may at least include nonhuman animals and infants) are not capable of being oppressed.

Recall from Chapter 2 that some diitterationists deny that ydl actions count as
choices, and on this basis deny childrenOs equal claim to aQeeeygument that | presented
against thanti-liberationist in Chapter 2 holds in response CuddOs appeal to-claticey.
However we construe the notion of cheroaking, it will be a capacity that develops gradually.
So if oppression depends on oneOs capacity to make choices, then whether one is the type of
being who could count as being oppressed will also be a matter of degree.

But more importantly, placing more valor disvalue) on the restrictions and harms that
face choicanakers than on prima facie equivalent restrictions and harms that facaaioa
making agents, is unfair. A wheelchaiaccessible culture, one that is designed by and caters
only to the neés of ablebodied people, may negatively impact all wheelchaund individuals
in some ways that are relevantly simjlexdependently of their choigaaking capacity. Or,
alternatively, choicanakers and neohoicemaking agents might suffer similar has from a
health care system that marginalizes them. And these harms might be equally constitutive of an
oppressive system. OneQOs capacity to make choices might be, at least in some respects, irrelevant
to the harm one experiences as a result of oneOsatiaegion within some social system or
institution. My point is that whether one counts as oppressed should not depend on oneOs
capacity for choicenaking. This is a way of unfairly disvaluing the relevantly similar interests

of nonchoicemaking agents.
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ItOs seems easy to adjust CuddOs account to eliminate the emphasis-orakimgjceve
could construe oppression as unjust social and institutional constraints, without insisting that
oppression requires the capacity for making choices. We could stoqpdyrue social constraints
as rewards or penalties that attach to oneOs actions, more lwotdly shape oneOs options
independently of rational autonongndtherebyinclude the systematic disvaluing of a groupOs
interests, or the groupOs negativmlyacted life outcomes, and avoid the chaitaking
requirement.

lIl . The Oppressionof Youth

Cuddcatalogueshe forces of oppression, drawing three overarching distinctions:
point/cultural, material/psychological, and direct/indirétimiliation, dojectification,
invisibility, othering, degradatigrand cultural dominatioare all importantultural forcesof
psychologicabppressiorthat are reinforced by traditions, conventions, and ideolayiégr
accountThat these forces are cultural meaggin, that they are diffuse throughout a culture.
Young people are subject to all of these forces of oppressiame directl{imposed from
outside)and others indirectlyreinforced by youth themselve3he indirect forces of oppression
that Cudd accauts for, and to which youth are subjeadso include shame, low sedbteem,
false consciousness and deformed desires.

As weOve seen in Chapters 1 and 2, young peopleOs supposed incompetence has been
taken as a justification for exclusive adult con®alnly adults are given a right to agency. This
undervaluing of young peopleOs choices relative to adultsO fits within a broader system of adult
domination. We are told to honor and listen to our parents. Nowhere are parents instructed to
honor or listen taheir children.n this section, | introduce sonaglditionalcomponent®f

adultism mostlythose related to theseilturalforces ofpsychologicabppressionCudd and
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others have recognized the connections between psychological oppression and more heinous
forms of violence against grou@d | address these briefMy aim is not to complete an
investigation of the relevant forces, but to point that invastg in the right direction.

New childhood theorists have focused at length on the contextual features of childrenOs
lives, including the nature of power and its relation to the construction of childhood and other
oppressive systems. They have lookexely at the stereotyping of young people as it
contributes to the construction of childhood, including the ways in which media and consumer
culture shape adult conceptions of young pediémd the denial to youth of their status as
knowers®* which undernines the legitimacy of young peopleOs unique insights and experiences.
Attention to the construction of childhood leads new childhood theorists to directly address the
power dynamics of other social construéisr instance, Jessica Taft acknowledges somes
in which her status as an adult impedes the relationship between her and the children she
researched, but she is at the same time cognizant that the impact of her age in her research with
children was deeply influenced by her and her subjects® rhckrsst*

Stereotypical representations of young people have been explored in depth, with various
authors claiming that youth are represented as cute, innocent, troudisk, imcompetent,
and/or irrationaf> Woodhouse is surprised that children aezedtypically seen ase-agential
and passive, especially as she documents the narratives of youth who repeatedly break these

stereotypes. Berry Mayall claims that children are Onot regarded as contributors to the social

32Bolzan.
33

See Mason91-7.
3204.

% See Woodhouse, Bolzan, Mayall.



order@ and that as a result tnéknowledge and experience is commonly disregarfded.O
Mayall contends that children are rendered invisible by social norms, with the exception that
those who transgress these norms are seen as Ovicitms of adult behaviour or as threats to the
social ordei3® Jan Mason insists that youth are consideredkmanvers, Oat the bottom of a
hierarchy of cognitive authority*tincapable therefore of playing an active role in setting a
research agenda and of speaking for themselves. Mason writes that areattidtparadigm has
Oconstructed childhood in terms of a contrast with adulthood, as a time of Obecoming® and
incompetene. Children have been conceptualized as Olesser thanO adults and fused within
families as passive dependerit$Abti-liberationists, too, rely on some stereotypes of youth, as
they seek to defend Ocommon senseO conceptions of young people as irrdtiocairgretent,

in their attempts to deny youth their equal rights to agency. Degrading stereotypes of young
people abound.

Stereotyping helps construct the illusion of a binary, which forms the basis of the
inegalitarian power dynamic between youth andtadlt also contributes to young peopleOs
indirect oppression. Negative stereotypes cause young people to think negatively of themselves,
acting in accord with stereotypical expectations. The behaviors of middle class children from LA
are a case in poinThe decentering of young peopleOs unique knowledge and insights, and the
failure to take their voices and agency seriously lead youth to discount their own significance.

While elaborate research confirms the negative impacts of stereotyping on otlesisedpr
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groups, as well as the implicit presence of biases towards these groups, stereotyping and implicit
biases that harm children have received less attention. This is a further sign of childrenOs
marginalization within our culture and within the acadeand not evidence that negative
stereotypes and biases donOt exist for children. Social and behavioral scientists, psychologists,
historians, and philosophers ought to follow in the footsteps of the new childhood theorists by
taking up an explicit focus gypung people so that we can further understand the mechanisms of
young peopleOs stereotyping and marginalization, as we have for other groups.

Importantly, researchers in the field of new childhood studies are also conscious of the
ways that aduitenteed conventionsideologies and conceptual schemes reproduce the adultist
power structures that they at the same time seek to scrutinize. They claim that traditionally the
social scientistOs exploration of childrenOs issues has been informed by whaltthibimk
and think they know about children, and does not give a central place to childrenOs own voices,
insights, and experiences, as shared by them directly. Amybesin anthology devoted to
centering children in childrenOs research, both asctsilgind as researchers, and critical of
childrenOs prior exclusi@is, like the other authors in the collection, Omindful of the role of the
social sciences in disempowering youth and defining them in narrow and limiting #ays.O
Research agenda decissoBest claims, are shaped by dominant representations of young people
within our culture®?

New childhood theoristhaveanalyzel these representations athe role of oppression
and power irtheorizingand researdhg childrenand arecritical of the extusion of childrenOs
first-person voices and perspectives in shaping and informing the study of chitthiamany

of them acknowledge that unlike other marginalized groups, youth will never be equally
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positioned as researchers within the field of clolethstudies, and they disagree on the extent to
which youth can play an active eain both setting and pursuing tresearch agendaithin this
field, theyemphasize thahainstreandiscoursewithin a variety of disciplinebas overlooked
children as apecialclass and discounted the value of their perspectives, excluding and
Oothering® them, and rendering them invisithiis. exclusion antherendering of children as
invisible follow fromthenegative stereotypes of children that discount the legitimacy of their
unique knowledge and insights, relegating thenspectives to an inferior role adscounting
young people as knowers in the first place.

Much asacademideminism began by noticinpatscience habeenshaped by the
interests, concerns, and experiences of mmaditionallyignoring womenOs participation in
social life,childhood theorists insist thatientificdiscoursgeven discourse about childras)
shaped bywdult interestsconcerns, and experienc&ome childhood theorists call ftive
inclusion ofa childrenOstandpoinin sciencen order to rectify the exclusion and
marginalization of youngeople This calldraws its inspiration frormomenOs standpoint
theory*® and alvocatedor the deconstruction of adultist concepts &acheworks within the
social sciences, much as earlier feminists sotggttiallengethe conceptudrameworks within
maledominantscientific discourseOHere we can see the logic of the first stage of academic
feminismbadding women into scien@repeated. Now children, too, were OaddedO to existing

accounts of social life where previously only adults had been identified as 4¢ilam®n
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insists thaincorporating a childrenOs standpoint in social science will require changes in the
power relations between children and adiflts.

The exclusion and invisibility of children in education extends beyond the university
setting to primaryand secondargchmls themselves, where children, still seen as occupying the
bottom rung of a knowledge hierarchy, are the intended recipients of the knowledge that is being
disseminatedt has been widelpcknowledgedhat schools contribute to young peopleOs
marginalizéion, and education theorists have been some of the biggest proponents of youth
liberation. Schools render children an absent reféPentenif only by physically segregating
them from the broadexdultculture for most of their waking hours. Beirggjuired to ban
school further precludes young people from political participasorce state and federal
legislative bodiesend tobein session only during school hours

Due to their perceived status as famowers, youth are prevented from having anyisa
the content of their educational curricula, the structure of their schooling, and any other
significant decisions about their schoolimdhich are normally made by school boards, faculty,
and staff(all adults) These decisions (such as school start times) are commonly made with a
primary focus on adult needs and desires (adult work schedules) and on childrenQs futures
adults, rather than on childrenOs present needs, interests, and perspéatiaésuggest that
schoolregulations on studentsO bodgsh as facing consequences for fidgeting or not sitting
still) are Oin the interest of adult timetables and agendas and not seflf care.O

Donna Berthelson describes her experience researchingchddijoodclassroomsn

Australig Othe teacher remains at the centre, the one whose beliefs, decisions, and outlook count
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most in giving shape to what happens in the environnt&Befihelsordescribesnost
dialogues between students and teachsisllowing a patern of InitiationResponse
Evaluation, where the teacher poses a question, the student regpohtlie teacher evaluates
the response. Berthelson claims that this pattern excludes childrenOs voices, and she recommends
a more expansive approach to dialegpetween teachers and students that legitimizes, makes
more space for, and builds on childrenOs contribuamslarly, Helen Woodward advocates
involving children in assessmermbktheir educational growth, insisting that this involvement is
essentialf the assessments are going to be accurate and just. And Neriman d@stines
studentsO subjective experiences of powerlessness within the schoolStwtiimgds that
children want control, they want to contribute to the formation of school pohecid to
participate in decisiomaking processe$.They both want and do not receive Orespect within
the educational institutior©

Roger Holdsworth argues that school activities often lack productive outcomes os seriou
purposes, deferring these@bearn for later.@e thinkstaking children seriouslin schools
requires giving them Oserious things to Ydrtadvocating fogiving childrenserious things to
do, Holdsworthis more concerned to look at how adult institutions could make room for
childrenOs serious participation, rather than with whether children themselves want to do
OseriousO things, or the extent to which, from childrenOs own perspectifess afieyated or
connectedo what they doFocusing on adult institutions and structusegds on the ide¢hat

thesocialrole of children results from a complex interplay of sofbatesand institutions, and
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not just from the childOs own Onatiitel@worth contends that youth havingaiceis
fundamentally about adultsavingears

Courts also render childrervisible and subjugate theinterestsyoices and agency to
those of adultsWoodhouse describes her work as a lawyer with children in the foster care
system. The OSupreme Court has never held that a foster child hascaleiggitrepresentation,
a right to speak in his own court case, a right not to be deprived of property without due process,
or a right to contact with his family{This is in contast to adults in state custody, for whom
these same rights have beganed®® Dwyer claims that the law in the United States and the
United Kingdom has Otreated children instrumentally, as mere means to the satisfaction of their
parentsO desires or the supposed needs of their parentsO community, even in contexts where the
interess children had at stake were much greater than those of the adults in@bleetitesas
an examplé¥isconsin v. Yoder, a court casehat famouslhgranted Amish parents an exemption
from compulsory schooling for their children. Here, Dwyer says, tte btocked legal
requirements that it deems necessary for young peopleOs fundamental interests and welfare,
subsuming these to adultsO religiously infused deldieeslaims that w rarely see analysis of
court cases involving children couched in termstoldrenOs rights, rather than parentOs rights,
suggesting that child welfare is not the primary concern of the cBurts.

Dwyer compares childrenOs place in law with that of incompetent adults who require
legal guardianship. Legal guardians of incompeaeinits do not have the right to harm or ignore

the fundamental interests of the adults in their care due to the formerOs religious cofvictions.
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Instead, unlike children, incompetent adults are seen as equal in moral status to othéteadults.
argues thatheautomatic granting of control to biological parents over their offspring places
much more weight on the value of relationship interests for parents than for infants, even though
infants obviously have much more at stake in the stateOs selection afrévets,than parents
have in the stateOs grantindgegilauthority over their biological children. Ark continues:
Courts are dismissive of young peopleOs privacy and dignitary interests, in public and
private settings, authorizing searches and farheiscipline in schools that would not be
tolerated towards adultsEln divorce cases, childrenOs interests are considered only after
their parentsO rights of association and residential choice have been satisfied, and
children, rather than the parents wdause the family dissolution, must shuffle around
among residences in order to maintain relationships with their parents and extended
family members?®
Although he recognizes that there is no unified attitude toward children, he believes
that there is @ervasiveendency to discount childrenOs interests relative to adultsO. Parents make
decisions from what teat for dinner to where to liveased on their owpreferences, andily
households are organized around adult nee&demember a friend shagron social media that
their kids had Otaken overO the family room, gluing their own art to the wall. This OfamilyO room,
the biggest, most central and comfortable room in the house, was not really for the whole family.
Instead most of children@xtivities, as well as opportunities for artistic expressionfand
shapingspace in response to their opreferencesind ideaswere confined to the OplayroomO in
the basemenDwyer points out that family meal times are often structured around adult
schedulesand that three meals a day might not be the best regimen for younger people with
smaller stomachs.

And we are even less respectful of childrént@sestavhen the children are other

peopleOs children. In conflicts between adult and child preferencesaddits almost always
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assume that the adults® wishes are objectively superior. A sign in a local establishment makes
this undeniably clear. The sign is an anomaly only in that it makes explicit what is almost always
implicit in public spaces: thgtublic and retailspaces aredult spaces. The sign reads

Ponysaurus Brewing Co. is proud to welcome families into our beer garden.

However, first and foremost, this is an adult space. It is not a park or playground.

Children are welcome here if théiehavior does not negatively impact the experience of

guests who are here to epjine company of other adults.

Adults sometimes adopt behaviors in public that negatively impact the experiences of
otheradults. Sameex displays of affection are an examplNe donOt normally automatically
sidewith the person who is negatively impacted, especvatigntheir experiences of otheese
influenced byprejudiceor an unfair favoring of oneOs own prefereridetice that the sign
prioritizes the preferences aflults, specifically adults who are there with other adults. Even
adults who are there to enjoy the company of children are not granted equal féspsan
also insinuates that the onlyn-adult spaces are parks and playgroumtiere is nothingvrong
with adult spaceger se; it is okay for a business to cater to the nesdbinterestsf particular
social groups. The problem is rmtly that this establishment discriminates against chilékem
at the same time it invites them into the spaéethat almost all establishmentiscriminate
against childrenAdult-sized toilets and countertop heights in retail establishments make it
difficult for smaller youth to be meaningfully involved in (or even observe) public life. There
arenOt public spaces fouth to express themselves or make their voices heard, but all public
spaces feature the voices and other forms of expression of adults.

What counts as acceptable behawigoublic should nobe determinedolelyby adult
preferemes.Adults who insist that a space remain quiet migdgatively impacthe experience

of children who are also thete enjoy the company of othels.the case of adults with special

needs, accommodation, not outright banishment, is seen as a worthwhildgotder social
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group is seen as justifiably banished from public sp&adsly accommodating childrenOs
energy and preferencespublic spacés not an impossible tas&taff, physical desigrand other
resources wuld need taoe devoted to this tasK.this sounds preposteroyserhaps that is due
to the normalcy of public and retail establishments devoting resources exclusitedgtadult
needsThat public design caters to adult interests also shoovechildrenOs economic
deprivation is related to their broader marginalization.

The routine disvaluing of young peopleOs agency on tredidkeir supposed
incompeteneis also a form of degradation and contributes to young peopleOs inviaitlity
silercing. Young peopleOs actions are attributed a lesser moral status because of the actorOs age;
this follows from the denial to youth of a right to séétermination, and it leads to their
exclusion from public and political dialogue and decigioaking, ad the deprivation of their
power within schools, families, and public spaces. Denial of the right tdeseifmination is
supposed to serve as the justification for broader adult domination and the status quo. This
further degrades childrenOs agency,rdghing the perceived value of their freedom relative to
adultsO freedom. Like the new childhood theorists corderttijs viewyouth are disregarded as
social actors, and not taken seriously as knowers, differ@ag&ers, or careators of culture
and saiety.

Adults habitually interfere with and control what children do. A toddler is trying to climb
onto a chair; the adult sees them struggling and lifts them onto thé%hajioung child barks
like a dog to a parentOs friend; the parent insists thetitdesay OhelloO instead of barking. At a
restaurant, a child wants to explore under their table. The parent insists that they stay seated.
Parents tell their children how to color and how to play. Almost any time | say OhelloO or ask a

guestion to a yaug child, their caretakeesponds on their behalf, msists thathe child

8 See Gerber on allowing infants to struggle
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respond, regardless of whether the child seems to want to talk to me. Sonchtldresare just
slower to respond (perhaps because they are not used to be spoken to giezetiyy;insist that
they hurry up. People who care for children constantly force them to behave in ways that adults
deem normal, polite, or acceptable, regardless of what the child wants or intends to do, and
regardless of the reasonableness of adult betsworms. On a walk to a park, a parent
reprimands their child for playing (pausing to jump back and forth over a stick) on the sidewalk.
Social structures support parents in going to great lengthsiding using corporal punishment,
to make sure chdren do what theyOre told.
As | write, | witness a very typicancounter thaurther demonstrates the silencing and
exclusion of youth in public spaces, as well as the undervaluing of childrenOs agency.
[After ordering food with an adult, a child takeseat at one of many open tables in the
restaurant.] N
Adult: LetOs sit at this table; that oneOs too big.
[Child and adult move to a different table.]
Adult: Get that scow! off your face; you have a lot to be happy about.
Child: DonOt tell me what face te.b
[They proceed to argue, the adult repeatedly shushes the child, who is becoming quite
agitated. Eventually the adult changes the subject, begins pointing out words, reading
them allowed, and quizzing the child on how to pronounce them.]
Child: Stop sayig boring things.
Adult: Why are you mad? N 3
Child: [Getting louder] IOm mad because youOre telling me boring things. | donOt want to
work on reading now already did that at school. WeOre in a place to eat and youOre
making me do boring things.
At this pant theadultpersisted, thehild grewlouder,andthe adultbecamevisibly self
conscious as other restaurant pasbeganwatching the encounter. Sudderdie grabbed the
child by the arm andraggechim away into the bathrooriVhile antiliberationists allow that
some adult interference with childrenOs choices is unwarranted, the denial to children of a right to

self-determination leads to a culture in which childrenOs agency is routinely discasrited

example illustrate€Eventhe childOs facial expressions are subject to adult critique and control.



Interferingwith and discounting childrenOs agency, even when there is no good reason for it, is
taken to be a less serious affront than the same behavior directed aflaesiéessrts of
examples illustrate the disvaluing of childrenOs agency; they are also examples of adult cultural
domination, silencinganddegradation.

We alsoregularly demean children by humiliating them. | am remindelinomy
Kimmel, a latenight televisiorshow hostwho asked parents to video tape their children after
being told that the parent ate all of their Halloween candy. The resulting video clips have
received more than a hundred million views. The children are profoundly upset; they scream and
cry and yellin great distresdut their responses are viewed as entertainment. We would feel
differently about deceiving an adult to feel the same degree of pain and frusteatidhen
broadcasting it on television and onlifgecause the subjects in ideos are children, it is not
even noticed that they are being humiliated or that they are being put ettreme
psychological state that no one would want to b&ppreciating the childOs ingsts in these
cases involveanderstandinghat children often place very high importance on things that adults
dismiss as insignificant. Both attitudes are appropriate for individuals of their respective ages.

| was having lunch at a restaurant with-gearold who asked a question that another
restauranpatron found laughable; he laughed out loud, making fun of my friend and
commenting to the people at table neareststoMy friend was confused. He knew he was being
made fun of, he wasnOt sure why, and it didnOt feel good to him. Disrespect for<pilhaanyO
is a related phenomenon. | remember the humiliation | felt in sixth grade when a teacher
confiscated and threatened to read aloud a note | had written to a friend. Adults donOt tolerate

these sorts of behaviors toward other adults.
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We alsofrequently lie to children, discounting their interest in and preference for not
being lied toWe lie to childremot onlyfor the sake of protectioas we sometimes li® adults.
Instead, our lies to children are often frivolous, based in our own desifes fentertainment,
or tradition Parents | know have gone so far as to defend their lies to children by claiming
absurdlythat children want to be lied to. We give children false informatlmout Santa Claus
and fairies, claiming that these lies expahiddrenOs imaginatisand give them a worthwhile
opportunity to participate in makeelieve. But children donOt need to be lied to in order to
exercise their imaginative capacities to the fullest extent. When children arenOt being ligd to, the
have notouble distingishing between reality and makelieve;this doesnOt undermine their
imaginative expertise.

Ignoring a personOs agency or their interests (in not being, lfed éxampl arealso
forms ofobjectification. And lhere are many other wayswhich we objectify childreand
dismiss their agencydults talkabout childrenin their presence, nad them. | frequently
witness parents telling their toddlers to perform their ldatet, or say their newest wofdr
other adults, without regard for whettike childwantsto dothis. We say, in response to our
childrenOs insistence to the contr@Npg, itOs not cold in here, itOs hot, Jlmat@oodOs not
gross, itOs delicious.O

The language of the adiberationistsperpetuates adult cultural dominatiomther by
viewing childrenin relation to adults. Schapiro describes childhood as ad®sah deviation from
adulthood, pointing to Kantian conceptions of adult rationality as Oa standard relative to which
cerin agents can count as undevelopgaybile Archard speaks of immaturity and

incompetence. These are contrastive notions, contrasted with what are taken to be the
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constitutive features of adulthood, specifically those related to rational autonomy. dtiess n
are negative in the sense that they point to a lack or absence of some desirable trait or skill,
which adults are taken to havihese paradigms extend beyond-dibgrationism.Dwyer
describes the prevailing historical view of childhood as Onmepagation for adulthood, a state
of being unfinished relative to the humatvs of cognitive and physical maturityXAnd
Matthews argues at length against thesicit conceptiorof the nature of childhogdvhich he
believes is prevalefit

Rational autaomy is viewed as an important plateau in a human beingOs development.
Of course we understand that people keep changing after they reach adulthood, but adulthood is
commonly construed as a type of end or achievement, while childhood is seen as itspoedece
Children are pradults:becomings, rather tharbeings.®® Defining children negatively, in relation
to adults, is a form of othering.i#t part of why childrenOs present interests are often eclipsed by
the interests dhe adults that todayOs children will becontéch is why we often faito fully
appreciate the nature of the moral demands that young people make on us in the present. One
example is subjecting young people to schooling practices that they donOt déwvhileofor
the sake of some future benefit. Like Holdsworth reminds us, most school activities are like this,
their value taken to be realizable only at some later date, and not seen as meaningful or important
in the present. To be sure, the future matteo, and itOs good to think ahead and to balance our
present interests and desires against our leteger future interests, but the phrase Ochildren are
the future,@long with the types afommon social practicdsave describedgnorethat

childrenexist, matter, and make a meaningful difference now.
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And as with all other oppressed groups, young people face systemic violence and
economic deprivation. Child abuse and less severe patterns of deliberate harm towards young
people are generally knowa &xistas patterns Dafter all, young people are more vulnerable to
these sorts of harms given their relatively small bodies and inability to identify these harms as
wrong. Young people, as a group, are targeted for violence and face disproportioeait rate
abuse; this much is wekinown and weldocumented? though most people probably donOt
realize the extent of the harm that is directed towards young people.

While we have come a long way since the time when young people were considered the
property of their fathers and regularly tortured, maimed and sold, child abuse remains prevalent
and particularly egregious due to childrenOs increased vulnerabilityMAledescribes the
cycle by which adults come to repress the abuse they experience in childhood, and go on to
abuse others. She estimates that far more of us are sexually abused than we realize. The silence
surroundingsexual abuse until the early 199t made the repetitive cycle of abuse nearly
impossible to undo. Fortunately, Miller claims, adults can and shewldze our programs.

Unlike plants, we can recognize the psychological mechanisms involved: the suppression
of painful memories due to iehse social pressures, including those that challenge the legitimacy
of young peopleOs experiences and knowledge, and the resulting harm that we as adults go on to
cause to other children. Miller accuses Freud of mistakenly placing responsibility for adult
neurosis on childrenOs unconscious desires. FreudOs theory of the Oedipal complex attributes
neurosis to the repressed sexual desires of infants and young children. In fact, Miller thinks,

neurosis follows from childrenOs experiences of sexual abus&ateby adults, and the

83 Child Trends and the Children®Os Defense Fund are two nonprofits that keep updated statistical information on
child abuse.
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reason Freud failed to recognize this is that, partly because of bias in favor of adults, he was
unwilling to accept how widespread such abuse was.

The existence of child abuse as a patterned phenoniatoldren face unique Inans
due to their status as childr®xs not particularly contentious. Young peopleOs economic
deprivation is also uncontested. At my bank, you must be 18 to open a bank account. What is not
generally accepted is that these harms and economic restret@asconstitutive part of an
oppressive system. Again, like Frye pointed out, if we look at one component of that system
(such as young peopleOs increased subjection to violence or their economic deprivation on its
own), it might be hard to see why tharber is oppressive. But equipped with the knowledge of
the complex structure of oppressive forces, we can now see how violence and economic
deprivation of children fit within a broader powstructure Children who donOt feel powerful, or
whose experiences and knowledge are routinely discounted, or who believe they are proper
subjects of the violence involved in corporal punishment, are less able to identify the wrongs of
child abuse. They are less like¢o be able to stand up for themselves, or to trust their instincts.
Some of these connections have been empirically observed and docufented.

Youth liberationists have also long pointed out thigting for young peopleOs economic
power does not meahdt youth should be able to work in abusive, unsafe, or unhealthy work
environments. Nor should adults work in these circumstaAdesnatives to young peopleOs
complete economic deprivation should be sought before they are dismissed as impssible.
childhood theorists are cognizant of the connections between violence towards children

childrenOs economic deprivatiangd broader adultist societal structures.

%4 See Saunders and Goddard, Kingston, Robinson.



Consider also corporal punishment, which we can define as actions that are intended both
to hut their victims without harming them, and to further the good of the victim. Notice that on
CuddOs account, corporal punishment does not count as violence, since it is not intended to harm
someone, but OmerelyO to hurt them, and the intended outcoengidsiniOs own well being.

Even destruction of physical property coutftisCudd asnoreviolentthan corporal punishment
But hurting a childs a form of violence; it is an assault on oneOs bodily integrity, and the same
action would be moreridely condenned as violent and illegal assault if directed at an adult.
Recognizing the violence and injustice inherent in hurtful acts intended for the OvictimOs own
good,O perpetuated against an adult, while denying that the same act inflicted on children is a
form of violence or injustice, is one way of demeaning children and taking them less seriously.

Perceiving corporal punishment as a less serious affront when it is directed at young
peoplerather than at adulis a form of demeaning young peopleOs intergsticularly their
interest in not being deliberately hurt. And corporal punishment is still widely practiced and even
more widely accepted as a legitimate practice. The causal link between undermining childrenOs
bodily integrity and more severe forms tiuse has been noted. Olt is precisely because children
have been treated as children and not as equals that they have been fair game for adults,
exploited, abused, and even tortured and arbitrarily done to dé&@erfadette Saunders and
Chris Goddard cdend that words for the physical discipline of children (such as smacking and
spanking) downplay the seriousness of these offenses and may degrade ¥idrporal
punishment, and the other forms of marginalization | have described, further subgreinctal

more serious forms of abuse by undermining tbl@imsto dignity and selesteem. Violence

% Harris, p. 138.

66113.

142



towards children, including corporal punishment, and its psychological effects thus involve both
direct and indirect forces of oppression.

In this sectionfollowing the contours of CuddGgalogue of oppressive forced)dve
givensome examples of adultisihave discussed several psychological forceslaftism
includingthose that Cudd names within her account of oppression more broadly. Objemtificat
humiliation, adult cultural domination, invisibility, othering, and degradai@eiforms ofyoung
people®direct oppression. Thekmd toyoung people@hame, low selésteem, false
consciousness and deformed desires, which are forindimgct gpression on CuddOs account.
Then Imoveal onto considerbriefly the relationshifpetweerthese psychological forcesmd
childrenOs material oppression, which includes violence and economic depriieticn.
presented evidence drawn from my personal kepee, as well as arguments defended by other
childhood theorists. Further empirical research into these areas is necessary for a more complete
understanding the nature of adultighgain, my aimhasnotbeento say everything there is to

say about adukim, but to point further research efforts in the right direction.
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CHAPTER FIVE
YOUTH LIBERATION

| have been arguing that young people are morally egquléir claims to agencgnd
that the inferior moral, social and political statosvhich they are relegatéa our societyis a
form of oppressionYouth oppression includes, but is not limited to, young peopleOs complete
subjugation to adult control. The argument that adult agency is more valuable than younger
peopleOBand therefce that adults have a right to seléterminatiopwhich younger people l&c
bimposes a dichotomous power structure, distinguishing everyone below from everyone above
some threshold or moral watershed. Aitterationistsarguethatthis dichotomougower
structureis necessitated by legal and pragmatic considerat8utapiroheld that the capacity
for reason in a Kantian sense is a requirement for freedom, fully possessed by adults exclusively,
while Purdy and Archardgree that distinguishing morally betwe®m distinct groupsyouth
and adultsis necessarpragmaticallywithin a consequentialist framework due to relevant
differences betweeyouthand adults, and thus is not a violation of justidas, | think, is an
implausibly strong stance, relying on the presupposition that no better way is possible.

Youth liberation, in contrast, contends that the dichotomous moral divide is neither
necessary nor just. Youth liberationists call attention to the continuum of chareypevence
as we age, and to the impact of oppressive practices and structuresigpgopleOs evolving
capacities and other traits. While aliberationists claim, in defense of the status quo, thaéthe

is an important hierarchiclinary division to recognizend that itseparates ajfouth fromall
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adults and privilegeadult chotes oveyounger people(diberationists respond that relevant
agebasedmoraldistinctions are neither binanor hierarchical.

These two contrastive approachd#eration and antiiberationBbring to lightdistinct
sets ofquestions and challeng@sshaping a world that is responsive to young peopleOs needs
and potentialFor example, aiberationistsask whether ¥earolds should be able to vote
and, taking the answéw bearesounding, Ono!O situate the ismpart ofa defensef adult
paernalism towards children. Liberationists, on the other hand, ask instead hzamnvake
our political processes more inclusive of young peopleOs participsitiene antiiberationists
ask if children should be able to drive, liberationssek tanake our transportation systems
more accessible to childrgiocusing for instancepn pedestrian safety and accessibilifhat
current systems preclude childrenOs participation is not a justification for this pre@ation.
driving cars may soon reshaie conversation entirely.

Anti-liberationists point to the shortcomings of proposed alternatives to young peopleOs
powerlessness within our culture. Liberationigissontrastfocus more optimistically on the
strengths of alternative proposals, and gpait of possibility and collaboratioseek to build on
existing ideas towards better onEsr exampleArchardlists the problems with Howard
CohenOs proposal that children be given Ochild agents,O to help them make dediséons,
points to theselmrtcominggo argue against youth liberatidA liberationist in contrastmight
ask howCohenOgroposal could be made to wok how a differat proposal could overcome
CohenQOshallengesWhere defenders of the status inait downralternative appraches
proponents of radical changeek tacopen up space for new ideas and possibilities to emerge.

Anti-liberationists shy away from radical ideals that are unlikely to be achieved without
changes in the basic structures and presuppositions that characterize our relationships and social

! See Chen (1980); Archard?5-76.
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systems, changes that may admittedly be difficult to comEdryexample,Purdyclaimsthat
communal living situations are unlikely to become widespread in our lifetime, so we should
focus onimprovingrelationships within families, the structure we already Raweerationists

are more willing to challenge these bastizcictures and presuppositipasd still to advocate for
particular practices1 theactualworld, given that these basic structures and presuppositions are
still with us. This distinctioncorresponds tthe Rawlsiardistinction between ideal and nated
theory, where ideal theory develops principles of justice responsive to our ultimate aims, and
nonideal theory develops practices and policies for improvingotual,nonideal world, by
reference to our ultimate aims, but aware that these havetriem®e met.

In this chapter, | consider some alternatives to the status quo of young peopleOs
marginalization, silencing, and enforced powerlessnegek to make the aims of the youth
liberation movement more plausible aadiculateby looking at partular institutions and areas
of our lives, and imagining what kind of practices and policies a liberationist approach might
recommendl also look at a variety of liberationist approaches thaakeadyunderway. Not
only is the hierarchical morainarythatis taken to distinguisfiouth and adults unfounded,
innovative challenges to this basic frameworkl@eoming more commamnd are gaining
momentum.

Specifically, I look atoting, families educationand sexuality. | discuss examples of
existingliberationistinstitutiond structurespractices and ideasMy hope is to fuel the
imaginations othild researchers and otheqle who work closely with youthn part to
respond to the anliberationistsO implausible assumptioat no better way (other than marking
abinary, hierarchical division) is possible. Children, whose ingttye capacities are

demonstrablygreater than adultséhd who know better than anyone else the hazards and



frustrations of living in an adultist dulre,ought to be the leaders in this tasicumbent upon
all of us,of finding a better way.
l. Voting

Durham for All, agroup in my city seeks to unite a mass movement of ten thousand
residents around a fiygoint platform that includes housing, edueaf sanctuary, economic
justice and democratic inclusion for everyone. They explicitly view voting as a collective act,
and seek to unite the voices of local residents, independently of citizenship status or voting
rights. They point out that though blagien gained the right to vote before black women, black
communities still stood together at the voting booths, united under the leadership of the
community which included people with and without the right to vote. This required those with
the right to voé to adopt a collectiveather than individualistj@ttitudetowards votingand to
remain accountable to ttemmunity. They point out how isolating actually casting a vote on
election day can hand they say that uniting ten thousand people to stgedher at the voting
booth is not about citizenship status or having the right to vote, but about making space for
collective actionThe idea is that those with and without voting rights come to a collective
decision about which candidatesget behindand whichlegislation to supporiand then those
who can cast their votes together on behalf of the whole commuihiyis not deny the
importance of undoing unjust, exclusionary policies for who is allowed to @otéhe contrary,
an inclusive, participatory democracy has unique potential to address and rectify these injustices.

Viewing voting as a collective act, and cultivating a participatoagsrmovement of
local residentsreatespace for young peopie the political procesand promotes their
inclusionin a multitude of ways other than votirigurham for Allhas followed a historical

tradition of mobilizing residents with a series@riass meeting®where people come together
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to commit to standing togetharound the issues they care about. These meetings make space for
children, partly by providing childcare, but also by adopting inclusive language and building an
energized atmosphere that feels lively and Saveral young people choose to participedther
than separate themselves into the childcare space, and others come and go as they please, moving
back and forth between the two spaces.

Movement leaders insifitat political action takes place in the streets as agetie
voting booth. They wartb mobilize people toreateopportunitiesother than votingo advance
the movementOs fiymint agendalt is importantto create a ageinclusiveculture ofworking
towardsbroader sociahnd politicalchangesso that adults and youtlome toparticipde in self
governmentogethenin meaningfulwaysbeyondvoting. In a culture in which onlpalf of the
population votes, and where, for many people, voting is the full extent of their political
participation, eliminating the age requirement for voting is nobttgway to create a political
system that i§air andresponsie to the needs of youmgpople.lt is not the only way for young
people to exercise political power, and it should not be the sole focus of discussions about young
peopleOs politicaiclusion As youth become more involved in the political process, their ideas
and opinions caneip shape and frame the question of voting rightsing peopleOs leadership,
experience and perspectives should be centered in conversations about the voting age.

Thestandardocus of the antliberationistregarding votings onjustifying the exclusion
of those who are presumably unfit frdralping toelect their representatives. Archard admits
that people too young to vote can participate in democratic institutions in ways other than voting,
but his aim is not to enhance and prontbtginclusion, buto justify young people@sclusion
from voting. Youthalliesshould focusnsteadon mobilizing people of all ages in the political

processAn active and engaged community, in whpgople of all agearerespected as equal,



will be better fit to decidéhe question of who should be allowed to vote. Present arguments for
denying young people the right to vote are baseshisconceptions of what young peojaled
adultsare like whicharepervasive and anearped by an adultist culturé/here the conceptions
of the differences between youth and adults are more accurate, it is likely that the undervaluing
of young peopleOs agency has shaped what young people are actually capaigjecaf.at
lengthfor these positions Chapters 2 an8. More research would be required to know exactly
how societal perceptions shape and impact young peopleOs political participation.

Even the most prominent youth liberationists, while they insistttygage limit is
unjust, donOt think we should do awsth the age limitall at onceDHolt writesthat wecould
gradually lower the voting age until age is no longer releVhatyree that doing away with the
voting ageOall at ong®especially whergouth are novalued as independekmowersand are
seen as objectsjot subjectswhere education is vieweas a passive aeity of absorbing
information, and young people undergo intenaaing to do what they are toéthd are rarely
challenged to think for themselves, eliminating the votingiegeediatly might not go over
well; the concern thtayouth would simply do whaheir parents tell them to in the voting booths
might not be unfoundedWe need to workor now towards the broader social and political
inclusion of young people. Young people wouVdlop different capacities in a vid devoted
to their liberationfuture contextsmayresult in areframing ofthe conversation, so as to render
present conclusions about this questighich arise in an adultist culture, impertinent.

It is also worth notindpas was demonstrated the results of the 2016 US presidential
electionbthat adults are not competent at ggivernmentAdults aredriving mass extinction
andare responsiblor widespreadnalnutrition poverty, and displacemnt, leading tdhe

extreme and avoidable sufferingrafllions of peopleCatastrophic climate change will likely
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extend this number into the billiomathin the present centurfhe destruction of our natural
habitas threatens not just the collapse ofmplex civilization, but of entire ecosystems
Arguments for young peopleOs exclusion from political deeisiking dominate childhood
studies within philosophy. Against these, | maintain tioaing people@ssilience, their lack of
cynicism and dogmagm, andheir more vividand wilderimaginations make their meaningful
political participationressentiafor broadersocial changeespecially concerning the need for a
transition to a sustainable societal infrastructure

You may think that even a culture in which young people are liberated and politically
engaged may end up with some justified lower age limit on voting. Such a limit would have to be
much lower than age 18; even Archard concedes that teenagers havdslamadlahpacities that
ought to be required of voters. Ahdclaimsthatspeed limits need not Iperfect guides to safe
driving, much as the lower age limit would maed tadifferentiateexactlybetween those with
and without the relevant capaciti€nce there ivariation in how individuals develope says,
the age limit woud just have to be Ogood enougheQvould have to find the age at which the
probability that one possesses the relevant capacities is high enough to warrant giving people of
tha age the right to vote

It is worth pointing out a difference between voting and speed liMdst people take
voting to be a basic human right. The consequences of elections have more profound and far
reaching consequenctgn speedestrictions To ceny someone the freedom to drive faster than
65 miles an hour is not a very serious limitafioar interest in fast driving is not very central to
our wellbeing Findng the exact speed that is Ogood enoughO to distinguish safe driving from
unsafe drivings sufficient for the greater good that comes from having established speed limits
in the first placeBut being denied the right to vote is a far more serious limitation. It is an

* See Chapter 3.
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affront to oneOs basic humanity and citizenshipalfasm offorced exlusion from the social
world and the collective political process of sgtfvernmentlt means oneOs interests will not be
directly represented in political processi&sd if any good comes from denying youltte right

to vote this has noyetbeen demostrated.

We need a higher standard for denying someone the right to vote than we do for denying
one the freedom to drive however they want to. Thapenkubly doesnOt have the relevant
capacity is not good enoudhven if wedid determine some Orelev@odmpetencéor voting,
andfoundsomebest age limito determine the Ohigh enougi@babilitythat one possesses that
competenceat leasffor those whalo have therelevantcompetencebutwho happen to be under
the age limit, being denied the right to vote is as serious an offeacy@seof any age who
possesses the relevant competdmgiagdeniedthe right to vote. Imagine if, in convicting
someone of a crime, we didnOt require pitmatfthey actually committed the crime, only that
they were part of a social categdathas a high Oenougp@bability of committing the crime
This would be an abhorrent polidgaving the freedom to choose oneOs representatives and to
have a say inelgislation and other policies by which onelirectly impacted is like being
considerednnocent until proven guilty: a basic and essential moral entitler@&et should not
be denieditheron the basis of oneOs membership in a social category.

And it has been argudtiat oneOs competengaot even relevanin the first place.

Farson points out that we grant the right to vote to senile adults, psychotmdudiisd
hospitalized for mental iliness. He cites Avrum Stroll, vgagsthat wisdom, maturity,

education, and responsibility are not prerequisites forgeelérnment, but the outcomes that



selfgovernment seeks to produce; and that it is through the process of political participation that
we learn to seffjovern effectively.

The stake that youthave in governmental decisions strengthens the case for their right to
political participation, including their righo run for political office Younger people in
government should be a priority, not discouraged or prohibited. Young peoplddsperately
needed energy and new ideas. Their unique perspectives make their participation more valuable,
not less. They have more at stake in governmental decisions, since youth have more of their lives
left to live. This is especially true for officesch as school board positions, which impact young
people most directly.

The minimum age required to run for public officeny state oNorth Carolina is 21.
This monthin North Carolinain separate district$wo people, ages 19 and 2@gre prevented
from entering the race for city courgiln Kansas, six teenagers are currently running for
governor, while the legislature scramblto blockhe participation of young people as
gubernatorial candidates the futureIn 1972,the Human Rights Partyaded Sonia Yaco for a
position on the school boand Ann Arbor, MichiganAt 15, Yaco waghe youngest candidate
for a school board in Michigagver,andalthough her candidacy was blocked by the school
system, she still received 8% of the vote as a vimiteandidat€.

Young people deserve access to political power so that their interests can be represented
directly. As | write, a landmarlawsuit,Juliana v. U.S.is underway. Twentone youth
plaintiffs, ages 121, allege that by causing climatieange, the U.S. government has violated

the youthOs@nstitutional rights to life, liberty, and property, as well as failed to protect

8 NC Constitution, Article VI.
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essential public trust resourd@df the plaintiffs win the suit, this will requirghoroughgoing

changes in U.S. chate policy.The case gives some indication of the breadth and depth of

changes that would be required if young peopleOs interests were represented and taken seriously
within our government.

Suppose Archard is correct that teenagers, at least, oughtetohleanight to vote and to
full political participation. In that case lowering the legal &gevoting or running for public
office wonOt be enough positionyoung people as equals. Their historical exclusion would
likely impact not just the rate at wit they vote, but the likelihood of younger candidates getting
elected. They would inevitably face a disadvantage dtleetoprior exclusion and
discriminationagainst themaA truly equitable political system would need to addresstihis
augment and aplify young people@srticipation until they establish equal footjimmd until
they command the respect they desearimagine that those who obtain the righivtie when
the voting age is loweradlould be the most vocal advocates of abolishing thengage
altogether.

The worry that children too young to be fit to vote wonkdyatively impacelection
resultsis anexample ohyperbole an unfounded concern that arises ouhefhabituatiesire to
continue an oppressive regime. If the concern iszhand 4year oldswould end up voting or
running for office thiswould bemore likely to result from paternalistic pressure from parents
who are unwilling to respect their childrenOs gelfeated desires and interestsy@ar olds
would not vote oubf their own desire for political engagement and representdtienpotential
problem of 2yearolds voting would be a problem created by ad@ts the other hand, if
liberationists are right that youth are unfairly deprived access to political spihetebeir
energy, wisdom, and leadership are sorely needed in our collective effortsgatveztiment,

8 Our Children®s Trust.

| 154



whether that is limited to teenagers, or includes younger children too, then what is lost by
deprivingyouth the vote isnuch greater than what mighé lost througli®verextendin@voting
rights.Given these considerationspalicy for who gets the vote that is unjustifiably narrow is
likely far more threatening to our collective wellbeing than one that is overly incld$igeis

all speculative, biuthen so is the argument that youth ought not to be allowed to vote. We cannot
accurately assess young peopleOs potential in a society in which they are oppressed.

In the end, though, it is important to point out that while most liberationists advocate
alolishing the voting age, this is not entailed by the principles of youth liberation per se. Equality
for young people is, in principle, consistent with a voting age limit. Equal rights does not require
identical rights, and it allows fdegaldifferentiaton on the basis of relevant characteristics,
which may exist, for example, in the case gfearolds voting. Youth liberationaes not
require suffrage for babigpist as animal liberation does metjuiresuffrage for cowsAnd we
could, in principlerecognize the need for a binary, dggesed legal cutoff, without insisting that
the moral features it is set to distinguish are themselves binary. That is, evenefcgessary and
justifiable to deprive very young children the right to veités doeshot mean that the relevant
cutoff corresponds ta binary moral distinctiomn the value of agenoyr participationbetween
children and adults
ll. Families

The nuclear family model privileges a particular family structw@ch isreified by a
numberof OcommandentsOMonogamy heterosexuality, seffufficiency, paternalismage
segregation, gendeand agebased division of labor and perceived value of labor, the
commandments tbe fruitful and multiplyand tohonor thy parentsre all examples of

compulsory norms and values that go along with the nuclear famoitiel This structure
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promotes the dependency of young peapleand their vulnerabilityo, only one or two adults,
resulting inan autocratiadultarchy, whereinadultsare abldo rule ly fiat, andunhappyyouth
(andparentsire provided no way outhere are numerous ways to push back against this
model.In order to advance youtibération, we need culture thaincentivizesan exploratory
attitudetowards family structures, one tratcouragefrying outnewways of livingwith and
relatingto one another

Liberationistshave long arguethat youth should havaternative living arrangements
available to themin the first chapter of Holt@scape from Childhood, he describes asking a
class of junior high school studemtso among thenwould live away from homat least some
of the time if they legally could OEvery hand shot into the air, so quickly and violently that |
half expected shoulders to pop out ohjad Like Holt, Farsonclaims that children have a basic
right to alternative home environments, pointing out that there is no justification for thinking the
nuclear family is the onlyype of living arrangement that can meet childree@ds? In fact, te
thinks, the nuclear family model makes parentmxgeedinglydifficult.

Othersdiscusghese diffculties at length. Vicki Larsodescribeparenting within the
nuclear familyas a Olonely, isating, and exhausting business,O and writes that, Oeeen in
called OnormalO families, children canOt escape some sort of dysfunction, whether theyOre being
raised by a parent who is depressed, adulterous, emotionally cold, smothering, absent, angry,
passiveaggressive, narcissistic or addictéd@ur favoring of thenuclear family ishot just

narrow,in the sense that it deems acceptable omdy out of aninfinite array of viable healthy
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childrearing structures, but it is also sexist, heterosexist, and unfairly biased to favor
monogamous couples avany other parental structure.

It is sexist because women traditionally bear the brunt of childcare responsibilities, often
forgoing opportunities for education and career advancement in order to raise their children. It is
heterosexist because it is bdon the idea that families should contain one man, one woman,
and theirbiologicaloffspring If not for thisheteronormativenodel,what reason would there be
to insistthat familes contain exactly two parentsther than, say, three or f@unthropdogist
Sarah Blaffer Hrdy insists thatloparenting, sharingresponsibilities fobringing up offspring
among norbiologicaly relatedcaretakersis acentralcause of humanOs evolutionary
development and larger brain siZzemodel that makes space for alternative family structures
and for shared care of offspring wpltovide more viable lifestyle optios youth and adults
who are unhappy or seeking alternatit@the nuclear families within which they are presently
stuck

Some philosophers have argued for supplementing the nuclear family model with
additional modes of support for parents and children, while others have sought to dismantle that
model altogetherAnca Gheauslefines parents as a childOs primary caregierse most
directly responsible for the childOs wellbeing, and then builds the c#ise iimportance of
nonparental care, arguing that it is wrong not to expose children to it. She deferystet of
universal, compulsory, and staigulated childcarsimilar to the gisting system of universal
compulsory education©O

Gheaus claims that nonparental care is a way to diversify the present monopoly of care
that parents have over their children, in order to limit childrenOs vulnerability to bad parenting

and to redistribute blame for caretakersO mistakes and shortcomings, which are inevitable in



human relationships. Nonparental care is important not because nonparents provide better care,
but because they will make different mistakes. She insists thabligation to provide
nonparental care arises out of considerations of fairness for both parents and children. Parents
need care, too, and one form of care that parents receive witlsgbtaisored childcare isne,
in this case, time to rest and purshieit own projects, free from the responsibilities of caring for
their children. Since the responsibility for caring for children falls disproportionately on women,
stateregulated childcare provisions could alleviate gender inequality, as well as soolmécon
and other OhorvieheritedO disparities.

Normally we view the proper role of the state in the care of childresuasgve: the state
is seen as becoming legitimately involved in the care of children only in the m@shextases
of abuse and neglec@heausOs arguments for the provision of nonparental care by the state offer
a positive and proactive conception of the stateOs mmipportingchildren, by providing active
support to families and helping to prevent thestrextreme forms of child abuse and neglect
from arising in the first place. While GheausOs defense of nonparental care leaves the nuclear
family basically intact, merely supplementing it with external support, others have proposed
more radical alternates to this basic family structyrand such alternatives exist

As ateen, | lived for several months okilbutz in Israel, where for their last two years
of high school, teenagers Idé their ownhouseswith other teens. Their parents were in houses
nearby, ale to provide support if needetihe young members of the kibbutz felt like siblings to
one another, and they had close relationships with adittisvhom they were ndiiologically
related.Theertire community wa accessible by foot, dgaed for pedestrians, not cars, s

children of all ages could wandertravel freely.The distance from their parents gave teens
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more freedom, and they were able to develop skills for living on their own, buafe and
structured environment.

We canimagine similar models takirghapen the US or elsewherélere, while we do
provide minors with the opportunity througékgkl emancipation to escape tHeuseholds, legal
emancipation is exceedingly difficutt obtain and requires that the young person demonstrate
the ability to maintain their owresiderce and employment independen®ut demonstrating
independencn this sense, especially in our presently disconnected, individualistic ruclear
family-obsessd culture, is perhapsost difficult precisely for those youth most in need of
emancipation

Instead, v should cultivate alternatigéo living with oneOs parents- pneOs children)
that are available iboth extreme ankkss extreme circumstances, and sedagasmate,
acceptable and normal ways of dealing with the ups and downs prevalent in evegriong
relationship Purdy points out that giving children the right to leave their families at will would
require grantig the same right to parents, insinuating that allowing parents to freely leave their
families would be an intolerable practice. But children cannot be safedaadately
emotionallysupported by parents who donOt want them. In the case of parentslorgeno
want to be parents, alternatives to the nucleanyastructure should be sought,afly to
provide children witradequatesupport aneéémotional investment of others, whittteyneed and
deserve.

Working with queer youth, | hawgitnessed/oung eople who are not safe in their
households (even if they are not physically abused or show no physical marks of maltreatment
by adult3, orwho are depressed, sélfuring, suicida) or at risk of homelessnestay with

friends for days at a time, untirbulencen their homess resolved or returrs to a more stable



and manageablate. Often, LGBTQ youth in crisis need just a few days of support away from
their parents to regain their stability and return home. Parents, too, would benefit frogtgettin
take genuine breaks from their kids, without this undermining their love for their chilldeen
commitment to parentingr their qualifications as parents

Parents who are LGBTQ allies, especially when their own children are@ueer
transgenderare often willing to provide safe space for their childrenOs frienddasstnates
who would not be safe otherwid&’hen they do, they are at risk of being convicted of
kidnapping.We couldinstead formalize and legitimizhis practice perhaps providig
incentives for families to take in additional children on a slareven longterm basisWe
could promote cultural norms that donOt criminalize or judge harshly pamdotsidrenwho
feel the need to be away framne anotheWe could provide Ogrpthomes,O for children who
want them, nojust for children who need them, amtlergenerationatonflict resolution teams
could decidevhich families to prioritize in proding alternative accommodatiorfss a way to
mitigate adult paternalismowardsyoung people, young people could be given the opportunity to
appeal parental decisions that they deem unfair, by involving these cominasetymixed-age
conflict resolution teams before the family gets to the point of needing or desiring alternative
accommodations in the first placéhere ought to be a way for children to advocate effectively
for their needs and interests within families in cases of disputes and controversies that do not
warrant the involvement of courts, lawyers and judges. Currenttgide of cases of extreme
neglect and abuse, children have no avenues for redressing wrongs against them perpetrated by
their legal guardians.

We could also democratize practices within the traditional nuclear family. For example,

in the case of divor; parents are the onespensible for the dissolution tife family,butthe
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burdenof the familyOs dissolutiadten falls disproportionately on children, who are forced to
movebetween homes in order to maintain contact with both parltesnatively, | know one
family whose parenisafter separating;o-leased an apartmeand took turns living with the
child individually in the homehey had once all shared/hile some may view this as an
excessive sacrifice that thgsarents made for their chjlchorally praiseworthy, but not
obligatory, in normal custody arrangementsexpect andake for granted thathildren will
sacrifice in ways that amven moresignificant, and at the time in their lives when security and
stability are most crucial to thrailevelopmentChildren get no praise for these great sacrifices.
Indeed, they have no other choice.

The distinctiorbetween work and plag also relevant tthe democratization damilies
and the distribution of labor within them. Much as womenOs work of childrearing goes unnoticed
and uncompensatedpt considered OworkO at allfrsadivities of children areften deemed
frivolous or Ounproductivel®@ena Alanerarguedor stretching thenotion ofwork in order to
reshape how we think about the contributionstoldren withina range ofocial spheres
OStretching the notion of work does even more: by assuming and elaborating on specific
activities as childrenOs work, news come into view for consideration, such as the social
valuation of childrenOs activities, benefits, and profits that accrue to their work,0 and Othe
distribution of these benefitd*@vithin families children not only can contribute to the work of
maintining a household, but should have a say in which household maintenancgetaaken
up. For example, wshing clothes is important for ensuring family membersO basic health and
hygiene, butvhether to foldcleanclothes isa matter of preferencévolving children in the
work of maintaining a household requires respecting their preferences for how the household

gets maintained.
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lll. Education

Anti-liberationists point to@mpulsory education for minoes an example of the
legitimacy of depriving children a right to selétermination. They say compulsory schooigg
beneficial to society as a whole and to young people, even though it certainly restricts their
freedom PurdyOexample of an implausibeternative is a §earold who announces she is not
going to schoobneday, and therefore isnOt required t&*@ut | think this alternative only
seems implausible given certain background facts about our current educational system.

Liberationists othe 1970s issued scathing attacks on public schooling, arguing that the
educational structure perpetuates the values of the industrial age, modeling schools after
factories, with an emphasis on productivity and obedience. Ted Clark argues that schols are
primary vehicle of repression by the state, designed to perpetuate existing power stfuctures.
Hours of nightly homework complete the childOs heteronomy and subjugation to adult agendas.
Students are overscheduled, deprived opportunities for play,izat@i, and pursuing their
own projects. Even elementary school students | know are stressed about their academic success,
short on time to relax and enjoy themselves.

A consequentialist requirement that children be educated does not directly enthéyhat
should be forced to go to school regardless of whether they watiitdrenare naturdy
curious and desire to learn. We can imagineducational system more desirable for children,
one that provides educational opportunities in which childrent weeparticipate, and do of their
own will most of the time. In this system, when-gegirold doesnOt feel up for school on a
particular day, she may be allowed not to go; if the system works most of the time, the results

wouldnOt be disastroMghen | @k students to envision an educational system that they deem



worthwhile, they imagine travielg overseasapprenticeships, and other meaningful ways that
people learn, grow, and explore.

Such an educational system could help children hold on to therahsémse of wonder
and curiosity, which are so often stamped out by medaynschoolingThese themes are not
new in philosophyr educationDewey and Rousseau were both proponents of-chiltiered
educational systems, which emphasize and accommodate childrenOs natural inchAnations.
kindergarten in Japan is built in a circle, with no walls between classrooms, and no barriers
between indo@ and outdoors. Imagine a esiry, donutshaped building with no interior
walls; the middleof the OdonutOdgen to the sky and reserved for running and playing.
Children are free to leave their class whenever they wish; the result is that they dogoeasn
they please, and are more engaged when prédezdches provide structured lessons and
impartageappropriateskills and information, but for these to be effective, students must
actively, and of their own will, engage with the®ther schools lzk attendance policies
altogether so that students can come and go as they Please.

Another alternative to traditional schoolingtiee schooling. AS. NeillOsSummerhill,
founded in the 1920s, was rdamocratically by teachers and students togethedeSts had an
equal say in the schoolOs curriculum development and behavioral codes, and were free to do what
they waned, as long a they didnOt disrupt othersssonsat Summerhillvere optional, not
compulsory Approaching the Elephant, a 2014documentey, tells the story o& more recent

experiment in free schooling, as it documents the first year of the Teddy McArdle Free School,
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inspired by the original philosophies ofANeill. A Wikipedia page on free schools listszens
of democratic schools around the wofld.

On the kibbutz where I liveaggvenchildren approximately-88 monthld were given
significant freedom in a toddler house, where thtayed during their parentsO work shifts. There
was a toddler playgroundihere they could climb up aféot ladder and jump from a platform
onto a mattress below. And even children too young to walk navigated staircases without help,
were expected to take their own seat at the table at mealtimes, and fed themselves. Toddlers
would be shuttled in giant strollers to a new piece of land on the kibbutz, and then given freedom
for up to an hour to explore. | was instructed not to interfere unless they had found glass or nails,
which they never did. A similar emphasis on fiaking and the benefits of free pldyas been
taken up in adventure playgrounds, first created in thé°likthese spaces, more like junk
yards than traditional playgrounds, children play freely and take tieidguse hand saws and
hammers to create new objeotd of discarded materials, and they build fires, just for Stedf
are trained to remain in the background and to interfere minimally with childrenOs activities
there to provide supportpt to control.Staff might introduce a new creative object itite
space, and then sit back and wait while they watch children discover and interact with it in
unexpected ways.

Intergenerational spaces provideaatuitionalalternative to the aggegregation that is
ubiquitous in traditional schools. Some cities&awymbinedpreschools with nursing homes,
housing both in the same facility and allowing the very young and the very old to interact,
cultivating intergenerational learning and sharing of each peer groupOs unique offerings. The

arrangement is mutually befi@al, with studies suggesting that it may delay mental decline,

18 AList of Democratic Schools.O

¥ Rosin.
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lower blood pressure, and reduce death and disease rates among the elderly, while exposing the
young children to differerdibilities and impairments, increasing their comfort levels with

different types of people and challenging ageist stereotypes of the elderly. This model could
inspire others. Why not babies in junior high schools, or high school students teaching young
children to readBetter yet, bilingual children could teahlgh schobstudents a second

language, by reading them. Older youth could participate garing forinfants andyounger

children learning concrete parenting skills, perhaps as a component of sex education.

Recently, scial scientists havieokeddirectly at studentsO own perceptions and
experiences of school, arguing that this perspective has been underrepresented in discussions
about schoolingNeriman Osman speaks with children directly about their experiences of a
government school in Sydnefustralia, and concludes that students experience school as
oppressive. They feel they are disempowered, not taken seriouslgsamdesultdetached from
their schooling? As | mentioned in Chapter, Bloldsworthcriticizes traditional school®r their
lack of productive outconsefor studentOs activiti€aking children serioushye thinks,
requires an approad¢h educatiorthat provides Oserious, valuable, purposeful and productive
outcomes DHoldsworthadvocates involving young people in curriculdevelopment, and
thereby creating activities and themes organized around studentsO own questions and concerns.
Students ought to Engagd in activitiesthat have value in the present, are academically
challenging, and impact the broader commuffity.

HoldsworthOs ideas bring to my mind the Durham Bike Coop, \hichotes cycling

and helps membed my communityacquire and maintain bicycles. | worked there with
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volunteers of a variety of ages, probably@ The bike coop remains onetbé few age
inclusive public environments | have experiendddwer volunteers learned from more
experienced volunteers, even those as young as 12 or 13. The coopOs board of directors included
youth, who participated fully in decisions. Younger people were valued fokitlsetisey
developed, and those as young as 6 and 7 found ways to participate that wer& husdikke
coop is a rare example of young peopleOs meaningful participation and inclusion in the larger
social world.

Throughout most of the 19706puth Liberationof Ann Arbor published an underground
newspaperFPS, which gives greastudenicenterednsight intothe distribution oppower within
the school system. The narfES is rumored to stand for Ofuck public schools,O but the
publication itself doesat confirm this* In its more than 8 years of existené®S documented
attacks on studentf®domsandgroundbreakindegal casessuch aginker vs. Des Moines
Independent School District, which upheld studentsights to protest the war in Vietnaifihey
also wrote about gay student clubs (more than two decades before the fiftr &gyt
Alliances), studentsO rights to sex education, and dozens of other pressing issues affecting young
people

If we are serious about reforming the education systedabout undoing young
peopleOs oppression and reshaping schools in waysdpett their agency aade responsive
to their needs and interesis?S is a great place to stawhile the high school students who
createdrPS had to fight for their right toidtribute the paper, and thantually print and mail it
out,todaythe internet makes it much easier for youth to express their corzretns organize,

and to undertake to redesign social institutions, including schoadsder to meet their needs.
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But as Holdsworth points out, young people having a voice will depend largely on Owhether
anyone is listening seriousl§:O
V. Sexuality

Age ofsexualconsent laws are ubiquitously marshaled in defense of adult paternalism
towards young @ople. Archard asks, Oshould-gearold befree toEexperiment sexually with
an adult if she Owants®PRe rhetorical question is taken to speak against the conception of
young people as seffetermining agents. The prohibition of sex betw tyearolds and adults
is seen as a justification for denying youth, specifically, the freedom to make autonomous
decisions.

| think, on the contrary, that prohibiting sex between very young children and adults
supportgaternalistic restrictions ordaltsand children. These prohibitions are not a
justification for existing power structures, which grant autonomy exclusively to adults. Instead
they showconclusively that in some circumstances, adults, like children, should not be free to
make their ow choicesAnd the restrictios rightly applyin a different way to adults than to
children. If an adult and a child have sex, it is the adult who has broken the law, not the child.
The law need not regutathe childOs behavioecausét is hard taimagine that any benefit
could be derived from punitive legal action or imprisonment toward a childwtfolly
participates ira sexual encounter with an adult or with anotieid. Sexually active children
need mental health support and informatiast,punishment by lawlhe legitimacy of ge of
consent laws shasthat adults, not children, should not always be granted the freedom to act

autonomously.



Age of consent laws are not formulated in a binary way; they are more nuanced. In North
Carolina, thdegal system classifies the severity of statutory rape crilifflesently based on the
ages of those involvednd there are many different classifications. The age of each person
involved in the act matters, as does the number of years betfwean think this is probably as
it should be. Some sexual acts mxevitablyharmful due to the ages of the people involved
(suchassexual experimentation between an adult angy@akold), muchas within some
institutions,sexual relationships betweadultsin different roles are inevitably harmful.

For example, my university prohibits sexual relationships between facultheand
students they supervise, parfiyecause of the complex and subtleset§ of that power
differential.3° University policy statethat due to differences in power, such relationships may
be less consensual than they seem to the person in the position of power. Relationships that are
inevitablyand sufficientlyharmful may be justifiably prohibited. hére age is a reliable
indicationof this harm, age may be a legitimatandard for designing laws to protect people
from these harmdhe prohibition of sex between adults angehrolds is a prototypical case of
a legitimate agéased legal restriction.

But between the-Yearold andthe adult there is an immense gray area. When we turn
our attention to préeens, adolescents and teenagers, for example, age becomes much less clear
an indication of the extent of the harinany, that would result from a sexuat amorous
relationship15-yearolds havelifferent emotional capacities atelvels of sefawarenesfrom
one anothemwhich means that a afearoldOs age might give no indication whatsoever of their
ability to engage in healthy and harmlessnorougelationship with someonauch olderor
younger Perhapghe courts are not the most appropriate body for regulaetisgsvithin this
gray area, where age givesly very limited insight into the riskfdiarmto the parties involved.

26 UNC Policies and Procedures
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Independently of which agleased laws reguliaig sexual conduct ought to beacted
treating children as equals and respecting their agency recadiieal changes in how we
approach the topic of sex and sexuality with them. Children of all ages deserve access to reliable
information about sex argkxuality.Children should know about their bodies and feelifidggey
should know about masturbation, since even fetuses have been observed mastu@akilngn
who have clitorisesespecially, but alsthose who donOt, should know what these are and what
theyOre called, sinchtorises area central part of the experience of oneOs own body and
pleasureat every age2-yearolds are not too young to know that aueggrows in a uterus, not
in a tummy.Access to reliable information has been shown to decrease instances of sexual abuse
in children of all ages, partly by giving young people the language to identify the abuses they
experienceandto identify types of touching and affeati from others thadonOt feel ok&y).

And respecting young people also means recognizing that children are sexual beings, in
that they experience and express embodied pleasures, sensations, and attraction. Recognizing
children® sexuality requiresxpanded conceptions ofxsand sexuality. Sex ought not to be
construed in heterosexist terms as Opanmginasex.Ancludingthe broad range dfumansO
sexual feehgs and activities in our conceptionsseix and sexuality is a way to validate younger
peopleOsmbodiedexperences.

Finally, young people of every age deserve access to birth control and abortion. Anyone
who is, due to their present state of emotional development, incapable of engaging in a healthy
sexual relationships even more certainipcapable of pareimg. The right to an alsbon
without parental consemt necessarfor ensuring that those who are incapable of parenting do

not reproduceSince parenting isuch asignificant, longlasting and otheimpacting endeavor,

2" Ferntndez
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preventing children from becominmarents by granting them legal access to contraceptives and
abortion should be a priority.
V. Conclusion

We cannot look at youth liberation within particular systems without understanding how
other group identities and factors relate. Race, socioecomtgss, sex, gender and sexuality,
ability, citizenship status, and other factors impact both the role of youth in various systems, as
well as the possibilities and efficacy of strategies for their liberation. Democratic schools will not
work if students dnOt have basic nuiit and safety at homé&nd much likeFarsonsuggestsit
is impossible to devise alternative social structuhat respedhe rights of children a world
which does not®We have to think of entire systems togetmeaking usef models such as
BronfenbrennerOs ecological model, which | discuissédapter 3These arall themes to be
taken up in future writing.

| have looked abpportunities folovercoming adultism, pushing back against some of the
assumptions and prescribealues of the status quone of these ideas will undo adultist
structures on its own, but the different approaches to political participation, family, education
and sexualityOve discussegome of whictarealreadyunderwayrepresent a wide array of
alternatives tahe traditional hierarchafructure that is foisted adults and children. Most
importantly, we need to carry on in the spirit of trying new things and finding/loah other
novelsocial practices and institutions could promotegtality andwellbeing of people of all
agesAnd we need to undo théiquitousbinary division of poweraccording to with we sort
people based on agao dominants and subordinataesd instead promotatergenerational

social arrangementthat equallyrespecthe agency andniquanessof peopleatevery age.
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