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This essay explores the implications of Lockean libertarianism as articulated by Robert Nozick and resourcist luck egalitarianism as articulated by Ronald Dworkin for the issue of procreative rights and duties.
  The main task undertaken is to clarify just what each of these doctrines implies on this issue. I venture a simple criticism of both accounts. To my mind they both manifestly fail adequately to register the moral importance of human well-being and its fair distribution across persons across the generations.  The Lockean accepts not even a Minimal Samaritan duty to existing or future people, no duty to improve the future by adding people to it, and no duty of fair play to reciprocate the benefits one gets from other people’s good parenting of their children.  The resourcist luck egalitarian has problems on all of these fronts.  This essay claims that the Lockean and the resourcist luck egalitarian give short shrift to increasing the quality of life for people, and this defect shows up in the counterintuitive implications of their doctrines even given their most sympathetic construal. 

1.  Lockean libertarianism.

A Lockean libertarian position draws a line in the sand between negative duties not to harm and supposed positive duties to aid.  The latter are summarily rejected.  According to the Lockean, each person has a right to live as she chooses and do whatever she likes with whatever she legitimately owns provided she does not harm others in specified ways that violate their rights.  These ways involve assault, force, fraud, theft of property, breach of contract, bringing about physical damage to the person or property of another, and threatening any of the foregoing. Each person has a companion right not to be harmed in any of the specified ways.  Each adult person is the full rightful owner of herself.  These rights are waivable, transferable, and forfeitable (via violations of the rights of others).  One can freely use unowned things and acquire full ownership rights over unowned things by appropriation provided one’s appropriation and continued ownership of the thing does not render others worse off than they would have been had the thing remained free to use by anyone.  Corresponding to each of these moral rights is an agent-relative duty on the apart of others to refrain from violating the right. One can acquire positive duties to aid others and interact with them in specified ways by one’s voluntary contract or promise or by bringing about the existence of a person with rights.

In the above thumbnail description I have followed the account of Lockean libertarianism developed by Robert Nozick.  Nozick does not himself specify a Lockean position on rights and duties of procreators, and I do not believe any account strictly follows from the rest of the Lockean position as he adumbrates it.  The most I claim is that the account I shall proceed to describe coheres with the underlying moral commitments I see animating the Lockean libertarian doctrine.

Given that for the Lockean there is no right to receive charitable aid from others no matter how grave one’s peril, it makes sense that for the Lockean, the coming into existence of a new human person does not per se generate any positive duties to aid that new person. One must scrupulously refrain from wrongfully harming the newcomer by violating her rights, but that is all.  Being born, and developing whatever rational capacities give one the status of person with rights, does not give one any entitlement to anyone else’s property resources or labor.
  The duty to provide care and nurturance to a young human person falls only on the person or persons who proximately caused the newcomer to come into existence.

The addition of a newcomer to the world does not change the Lockean rights and duties of bystanders; there is simply now one new person whose Lockean rights everyone must respect.  The question for the Lockean then becomes, what rights and duties the person responsible for the addition of a person to the world (let us call this person a procreator) acquires.

So far as I can see, there are two areas of concern.  One is that a new human person, raised improperly, becomes a menace to others, a person who is disposed to violate the rights of other people.  Raising a child badly is like building a device that might explode and rolling it down a hill traversed by unsuspecting people.  One might resist this analogy, on the ground that an adult human is a responsible agent, and if that responsible agent violates the rights of others, he and he alone is responsible and blameworthy.  But as Nozick has reminded us, responsibility for wrongdoing is not like a set amount of liquid in a bucket, so that if someone takes some liquid out of the bucket, there is less left remaining for others.  So one can hold the faulty childrearer responsible to some degree for the wrongdoing perpetrated by the badly raised child who is now an adult  (and at any rate I take it to be uncontroversial that an adult can cause harm wrongfully by unleashing a menacing young child on others to their detriment).  Should one do so? One might say No on the ground that we do not generally ascribe responsibility for wrongdoing on the part of a badly raised person to faultiness on the part of nonparent guardians and others involved in the upbringing of the person who as a result of faulty care becomes a menace.  I am inclined to think that it is just impractical to try to make fine-grained assessments of small causal contributions of nonparents to the character of one who is for a time in their charge.  But consider sadistic teachers in a boarding school who maliciously malform the students entrusted to their charge.   I can imagine cases in which one would reasonably hold the bad teachers morally responsible for creating a wrongful risk to others by virtue of their interaction with the students they mistreat.  The responsibility of a procreator for giving a proper upbringing to the child he brings into the world is greater and clearer than the responsibility that accrues to other agents involved in childrearing to some extent.  I suggest a sensible Lockean libertarian view would be that a procreator has a duty to raise a child he brings into the world sufficiently well so that the child does not when young or as an adult pose an excessive risk to others as a result of having been imparted a disposition to violate the rights of people one encounters.

A second area of concern is that a procreator might fail to provide care and nurturance and resources for the child, resulting in the child’s having a bad prospect of living a  good life.  The basis of this duty is that one can wrongfully harm a person by bringing about her existence and then failing to bring it about that the person has good reason to be glad rather than sad to have been born. It is not immediately obvious how best to interpret this standard of care.   Also, my initial statement of the duty in question slurs over a crucial issue:  Let us grant that if you bring a person into existence and then bring it about that the person has a miserable life (for example, lives for ten years in intense suffering and then dies), you wrongfully harm that person and violate her Lockean moral rights.  However, one might hold that bringing a person into existence generates a duty to bring about not merely a life that is better than not having lived at all but something more—a decent life, a good enough life, maybe even an excellent life.  The extent of a procreator’s duty to provide the wherewithal for a good life for the person he brings into existence seems to me to be an issue not settled by Lockean libertarianism as standardly described—by anything in Robert Nozick’s canonical statement of the position, for example.

However, it seems to me more in the spirit of Lockean libertarianism to resist the inflation of procreative duties to benefit the child.  If the basic idea of the doctrine is that you are morally free to live your life as you choose so long as you do not wrongfully harm others, then you should be morally free to bear and raise children as you choose so long as this does not wrongfully harm others.  Harming is wrong but failing to benefit is not.  Of course, one’s child has the full panoply of Lockean rights, so it would be wrong, for example, physically to assault one’s child at age twelve on the ground that even if one breaks his arm and maims him for life, he will still be living a life worth living thanks to the procreative and childrearing activity of the one who now is doing the maiming.  But if one’s actions violate no moral right of the child other than the disputed right to be cared for by the persons responsible for one’s existence, then what is strictly owed to the child on the Lockean view is that one not worsen the child by comparison to the baseline of not existing at all.

The discussion in the previous paragraph needs to be modified to allow for the fact that what is owed to the child must be understood not in terms of any guarantee of some minimal quality of life throughout the life course but rather in terms of minimal acceptable quality of prospects for a good life that the child faces at the onset of adulthood (on the simplifying assumption that the child survives childhood years).  These prospects should not be measured in terms of the child’s expected utility at adulthood (the value to the child of the sum of each of the disjoint total lives she might lead multiplied by the probability of each one’s occurrence).  My worry here is not that the information needed for an expected utility calculation may be unavailable, whatever conception of utility we should adopt.   I am content to set aside such issues for this exercise.   My concern is that the child’s prospects may be poor in virtue of actions by the child for which he along and not the childrearing procreator is fully morally responsible.  Suppose I have had the benefit of a very good upbringing; nonetheless I choose the life of a wastrel, and end up sadder but not wiser, with a horribly grim level of well-being over the course of my life.  A complication here is that the deficiencies in my life prospects owing to my disposition to imprudence at the onset of adulthood may have been brought about by poor upbringing that failed to do enough to instill prudent dispositions in me.  The Lockean position on the rights of children and the duties of those who are proximately responsible for bringing them into existence then comes to this: Every young person has a moral right, held against the person who brought her into existence, that enough is done to make her existence a benefit to her, in the sense that at the onset of adulthood her expected  lifetime well-being provided she conducts her life in a reasonably prudent way is sufficiently high that she is reasonably glad not sad to have been brought into existence, with the qualification that the procreator must have done enough to strive to instill a disposition to prudence in her.  If this last proviso is not satisfied, then the requirement is that the child at the onset of adulthood has a moral right, against the person who brought her into existence, that enough is done to make her life a benefit to her, in the sense that at the onset of adulthood her expected lifetime well-being is sufficiently high that she is reasonably glad not sad to have been bought into existence, provided she conducts herself throughout her life as prudently as it is reasonable to expect of her given her deficient upbringing.

Sources of murkiness in the formulations of the previous paragraph should be identified even if they cannot be eliminated.   The requirement on the procreator is that he must do “enough” to try to instill a disposition to prudence in his child.  The procreator must exercise due care in this regard. I do not have an account of how to draw the threshold of due care.  Notice that this is a problem that arises only when there is lack of knowledge about the proclivities toward traits a child will have, if one brings it about that this child exists. If one knows in advance that if one brings about the existence of a child, that child will be untrainable, and will despite one’s reasonable efforts end up disposed excessively to violate the rights of others or disposed to be badly imprudent (so that her lifetime well-being prospects at the onset of adulthood will be so bad that she will reasonably prefer never to have been born), then one morally ought not to bring this child into existence. The same goes for bad events in the child’s life that fall on her as bad brute luck.  If one knows in advance that if one has a child, the child will suffer a dread disease at an early age that will prevent the child from having a life that is better than no life at all, then one morally ought to refrain from bringing the child into existence.  And there will be a comparable requirement on risky procreation: It is morally wrong to bring a child into the  world if the chances of that child having a life worse than nothing are too great.

In the case of certainty, where it is stipulated  exactly what the person’s lifetime overall well-being level will be, the moral requirement on the procreator is that he bring it about that the child should have a life better than not having lived at all, a life with a positive overall well-being score.     In the case where only the expected lifetime well-being level is knowable  at the onset of adulthood, the child’s reasonable judgment that she is reasonably glad not sad to have a life ahead of her with this well-being prospect will depend  on whether it is reasonable to be risk-neutral, risk-averse, or risk-seeking. (Suppose one’s prospect is that with 99 per cent probability one will have a bleak life with well-being overall less than zero and with one per cent probability one attains a life of bliss.)  Again, I do not have a complete account to provide here.  To this extent the account I give is a placeholder.

If the child dies before reaching adulthood, the requirement is that her life has positive well-being, so that she is reasonably glad not sad to have existed at all, given the life she has led.

So far the discussion has skirted a difficult issue.  I have been simply assuming that if one procreates, one not only has a duty to contribute to the upbringing of the child (so that the child is not wronged and so that the rights of other people are not infringed) but also a right to have the authority of a guardian or parent over that child.  If one has such authority, one has the right to control the behavior of a child and to provide care for the child according to one’s own judgment and other people are obligated to refrain from interfering in this childrearing project.  But one might urge that there is no good reason to attribute the right to have the authority of a parent/guardian to a person just by virtue of that person’s having caused the existence of the child.  Perhaps childbearing rights should be awarded to the best available candidate, the person whose exercise of the rights will work out best for the child.  However, I see no Lockean libertarian grounds for taking this line.

Here is a tempting but in the end unsatisfactory proposal as to how one acquires the right to be a guardian/parent.  If one has the general right to do whatever one chooses so long as one does not thereby harm others, and bringing about the existence of a child and raising it causes no harm to others, then one has the right to perform these actions, according to the Lockean libertarian.  This will not do.  Consider this parallel argument: If one has the right to do whatever one chooses so long as one does not thereby harm others, and installing my wife as U.S. President would cause no harm to others (she wants the job and would be good at it, and Barack Obama is tired of the job), then I have the right to install my wife as U.S. President.   This argument goes awry.  I have no legitimate authority to change the rights and duties of the U.S. citizens and the current U.S. authorized President.  So even if it is generally morally acceptable to do as one chooses so long as one does not harm others (in certain ways that would violate their rights), the doing as one chooses must be restricted in some ways.   Doing as one chooses may violate people’s rights without harming them, and hence be morally unacceptable.  We are closer to a true premise if we say, according to the Lockean libertarian, one has the general right to do as one chooses with what one legitimately owns so long as one thereby violates no rights of other people, wrongfully harming others being a prominent subclass of violating their rights.  But people do not own the children they bear; according to the Lockean, no person is legitimately the property of another.

 There is another problem with the argument under consideration.  Even if we grant that I have a right to perform parenting actions, so far that does not imply I have exclusive right to carry out parenting actions with respect to the specific child that is the target of our concern. For all that has been said so far, maybe everyone else along with me has the right to act as a parent/guardian toward the child.

Here is the start of a better response.  Susan Moller Okin once argued that according to the Lockean libertarian, people own what they make by laboring to produce, and parents make their children come into existence by their sexual activity and subsequent childbearing activity, so parents legitimately own their children as private property.
   She intended this argument as a damning criticism of Lockean libertarianism, since the conclusion is so manifestly opposed to morally decent common sense.   The argument is unsuccessful, because the Lockean is perfectly free to say and surely will say that no human person can be owned.  If one brings about the existence of a child and the child becomes a human person, then the child has the rights that go with the status of juvenile human person (until she gains adult status), and cannot be the property of anyone.  (Presumably there is a proto-person stage of infancy and childhood during which the individual lacks rational agency capacities at the threshold level that establishes personhood but nonetheless as a living conscious being with potential for personhood does have some rights.  I set this part of the account aside for purposes of this essay.)

The facts to which Okin called attention may yet have moral significance for the Lockean and may help to establish exclusive parent/guardian rights for  those who are proximately causally responsible for bringing about the existence of a person.  These people are normally biological parents, but need not be.  The procreator brings it about that a human person exists.  Let us suppose that this occurs in the broad range of circumstances in which bringing about the existence of a human person is morally desirable.  Moreover, the procreator normally creates a child with a view to becoming the parent of the child. For many people in many settings, having and exercising the duties of parenthood/guardianship is an opportunity that is profoundly beneficial to them, and exercising these duties well or even badly but with a lucky fortunate upshot is one of the most fulfilling and rewarding and challenging activities of their lives.  The duty to parent coupled with the exclusive authority to act as parent is often a great good.  Given that the procreators have created the new person and other people are in the role of bystanders, a natural Lockean view is that the causally efficacious activity that results in the existence of a person who needs extended care and nurturance for many years entitles the procreator and the procreator (or procreators) alone to have exclusive rights to assume the role of parent/guardian as well as the exclusive duty to see to it that the duties of this role are properly fulfilled.  Like all rights, this one is forfeitable and alienable.  One may transfer the right to another person who is wiling to assume it, and one may forfeit the right, either by being manifestly unfit to parent from the beginning or by significantly failing to fulfill the duties of parenting as the child grows up.  Failure to parent at an adequate or good enough level does not take away one’s moral duty to see to it that parenting is done and done properly but does take away one’s right to have exclusive authority to parent, authority to control one’s child’s movements and make decisions regarding how to care for the child and the right that others shall not interfere or obstruct one’s exercise of the parenting prerogative.

Concerning the Lockean libertarian account of procreative rights and duties, I shall venture one quick comment.  The requirement that one must not harm an individual by bringing him into existence with the prospect of a life worse than never having been born sets an extremely low standard.  Moreover, an individual can take reasonable steps to provide for the upbringing of one’s child, yet bad luck might cause those steps to be insufficient. The result is a child in extreme peril, whom no one has any enforceable Lockean duty to aid.  Furthermore, if I bring a child into existence and fail to care for it adequately, no one but me has duties toward the child.  There is no room in the Lockean account for a back-up moral responsibility that falls on the local community or people in the vicinity in a position to aid.  Acceptance of any sensible beneficence obligation to be a good samaritan radically transforms the Lockean moral landscape of rights and duties. One might mention also that the Lockean account of procreative duties allows nonprocreators to be free riders on sensible and productive cooperative schemes for producing a next generation of children and raising them to have fulfilled lives and to produce another generation, and so on.  On the Lockean account I am morally free, so far as coercive duties are concerned, to stand aside from this massive social enterprise even though its fruits massively enhance the quality of my own life.  This also seems morally dubious to say the least.  

Population ethics, the moral doctrine that tells us what size of population is morally desirable and what moral duties and rights we have with respect to achieving the morally desirable population size, is a nonissue for the Lockean libertarian.  No one is entitled to bring a person into existence unless one has adequate resources to bring it about that the newcomer does not pose undue risk of violating the rights of others and unless one is able and willing to provide adequate resources and care so the newcomer has a good enough prospect of a life worth living.  Bystanders are not then affected in ways that threaten to alter their rights and duties in any way that might give them claim to compensation.  The size of the population of persons that emerges is then morally acceptable, whatever it turns out to be, provided people all respect other people’s Lockean rights, and in particular respect the rights of other persons in their decisions to create children or refrain from creating children and to see to it that they are raised in one or another way.  If all humans happen to decide not to have children, and no genetic materials are stored that allow for future generation of humans, then the race of human persons disappears, and this would be morally unproblematic for the Lockean insofar as it occurs without anyone violating anyone else’s Lockean rights.

This is a simple and in a way elegant account of our obligations to improve the future.   We simply have no such moral obligations, at least, none that affect the content of the core rights and duties that justify coercive forcing.   So if there is a large nuclear war that leaves just two people able to procreate, they have no moral obligation to do so, even if their procreating would result in a good life for hundreds of millions of people on Earth for an indefinitely long future, and their nonprocreating would result in no further human life.  This strikes me as a plain reductio ad absurdum of the doctrine, though I should add that this is doubtless a case where, as Brian Barry used to say, one man’s reductio is another’s Q.E.D.

A qualification should be noted here.  On the Lockean view, there is nothing morally problematic about humans now gobbling up all nonrenewable resources necessary for life on Earth and then simply having no children.  Nor would there be anything problematic in people now gobbling up most of Earth’s resources so that Earth thereafter supports only a much reduced population and eventually no population at all. As resources shrink, in each generation there will be fewer individuals who own sufficient resources to be able to produce children in a morally permissible fashion. (Even if one thinks that even with responsible stewardship of the planet, eventually resources necessary for human life will be depleted, nonetheless according to any moral view with a significant beneficence component, the rate of depletion and the total number of worthwhile and fulfilled lives that the Earth supports in the course of its history are grave matters of moral concern, which do not register at all on the Lockean moral radar screen. However, one should note that on the Lockean account of ownership rights, one’s private ownership of any piece of the Earth diminishes and eventually disappears if one’s continued ownership of that property brings it about that others become worse off than they would have been had there been steady continuance of a free use regime in which there is no private ownership of that thing.  This is the Lockean Proviso as articulated by Robert Nozick.  So perhaps the depletion of Earth’s resources by profligate consumption by present people and profligate childbearing practices would in some circumstances cause ownership rights to bump against the Lockean Proviso.  

2.  Resourcist luck egalitarianism.

Resource egalitarianism holds that everyone is entitled to the same amount of resources for living her life as she chooses.  Luck egalitarianism distinguishes two kinds of luck, good or bad fortune, that may affect a person’s condition over the course of her life. The two kinds of luck are, on the one hand, chosen and courted luck, and on the other hand, unchosen and uncourted luck.  Being born with genes that will manifest themselves as desirable traits in the circumstances into which one is thrown, and having ca high quality of early childhood socialization and education would be prime examples of the latter type of luck.  Increase or decrease of one’s wealth and health  resulting from choices to work hard or relax, take a chance or play it safe, would be prime examples of the former type of luck. Along the same line, Ronald Dworkin distinguishes between option luck and brute luck. He writes, “Option luck is a matter of how deliberate and calculated gambles turn out—whether someone gains or loses through accepting an isolated risk that he or she should have anticipated and might have declined.  Brute luck is a matter of how risks fall out that are not in that sense deliberate gambles.”

The ideas of resourcism and luckism and egalitarianism might be interpreted in various ways.  My account follows that of Ronald Dworkin, who has done the most to articulate and defend this vision of distributive justice.
   Dworkin affirms an ideal he calls equality of resources as the right interpretation of the norm of equal distribution of material resources to be devoted to private ownership.  To simplify, imagine a group of people who start social life with a pile of material resources to which no one has any prior claim.  The people might be shipwrecked travelers who wash ashore on an island containing resources.  Equality of resources is fulfilled when material resources are sold at an auction in which all members of society have equal bidding power and these members have the opportunity to purchase insurance against the bad brute luck of having poor ability to earn wealth in market exchange and against the bad brute luck of having handicaps, personal traits such as poor eyesight that are impediments to the realization of plans they might form.  In the hypothetical insurance market for marketable income, people know their traits but have no idea what market price they might fetch, and in the market for handicaps, people know the distribution of handicaps and relevant facts about what their impact is and what might be done to mitigate that impact at what cost, but do not know their particular chances of suffering any particular handicap.  In an ongoing society, it is impractical or impossible actually to administer the equal auction and the hypothetical insurance markets, but institutions of tax and transfer can be devised to mimic the results these devices would bring about, and distributive justice demands that this be done.  Once the initial distribution of resources is made in accordance with equality of resources, that ideal requires that further changes in people’s resources that come about by option luck over the course of people’s lives should be allowed to stand but brute luck changes should be undone by compensation.

If the distribution of resources among the members of society at a time satisfies the equality of resources ideal, the question arises, what this ideal implies if population size changes.  Paula Casal and Andrew Williams discuss this question on the assumption that the newcomer is entitled to the same equal share of resources that the already existing persons were allocated.
  This share for the newcomer might be obtained by taking resources equally from every existing person.  This procedure would in effect treat the arrival of the newcomer as a brute luck phenomenon.  The child simply arrives, and we all owe it an equal share.  Casal and Wiliams quote and endorse a remark by Eric Rakowski that disputes this view of the situation.  Rakowski comments that “babies are not brought by storks whose whims are beyond our control.”
  If a new human person comes to be, this is the result either of deliberate human action intended to produce  a new child or of a human action such as sexual activity not intended to produce a child but carrying the risk that a childbirth would result.  The arrival of a newcomer is brute luck from the standpoint of bystanders but a matter of option luck so far as the procreators are concerned.  Hence resourcist luck egalitarianism calls for the procreators to supply the equal share of resources owed to the newcomer. If the newcomer’s share is taken from a fund to which all members of society contribute, the procreators owe full compensation to the paying bystanders for the resources they contributed to the newcomer’s share. This assumes the newcomer just takes away from the stock of resources; if newcomers contribute, the compensation owed is less and might diminish to zero.

There are some complications and wrinkles in the story Casal and Wiliams tell.  So far childbirth has been treated like pollution, a negative externality falling on users  of resources.  Suppose instead that the newcomer will use her resource share productively and in the long run expand the total stock of resources.  The childbirth is then a positive externality.  If either by the diffusion of benefits by market productivity or by tax and transfer, everyone eventually benefits from the arrival of the newcomer, then perhaps there is no compensation to be paid.  Here we are simplifying by ignoring the factor of time—even if the newcomer eventually adds to the stock of resources, during the early years of the child’s life the child consumes resources without producing them, so taking now might not be fully compensated by the compensation of enhanced production later.  Accepting this simplification, their idea is that if the addition of a person of the world imposes costs on existing people by virtue of the equal share of resources that is owed to everyone independently of birth date, the procreator responsible for the new person ought fully to compensate everyone disadvantaged by losing birthright resources to which she was otherwise entitled.  They acknowledge that as a practical matter it may not be feasible to exact this compensation, if taking resources from the procreator would also harm the innocent child of the procreator.

One might hold that if the addition of a person of the world boosts the resources available to existing bystanders, the bystanders owe some of this brute luck good fortune to the procreator, the productive newcomer, or the general egalitarian fund.  Casal and Williams deny that this is so.  On their account there is an asymmetry between procreation that imposes costs on bystanders and procreation that generates benefits for them. The former demands compensation, the latter does not demand compensation in the reverse direction.

If people continually enter the world after the initial equal distribution of resources, the Casal and Williams position may imply that each newcomer is turn is owed the same basic entitlement of resources that each recipient of the initial distribution received.  They do not address this point. Eric Rakowski does propose a resourcist luck egalitarian response.  He proposes that after the initial distribution, each subsequent newcomer is owed a resource share equivalent to the share each person received in the initial distribution.  This share is augmented if some people die intestate, without specifying how their property is to be divided.  This intestate property augments the share owed subsequently to each newcomer.  In contrast, if people are productive during their lives and leave resources to specified persons after their death, these resources are partly to be treated as brute luck for the inheritors, thus subject to tax and redistribution, and partly to be viewed as rightly the property of those who leave bequests, which they are free to bestow at their discretion.  Inheritance tax policy should workout a compromise between these competing perspectives, both valid. The resources that accrue to the state from inheritance and gift tax are to be used for redistribution among existing persons and do not augment the basic stipend owed to each newcomer to the world.

There is some unclarity as to what counts as an equivalent resource share when what is being considered is resource shares going to individuals born at different times.  Suppose Sally gets an “equal share” in 1900 and Tom gets an “equal share” in 2000.  What is the standard that qualifies the shares as equal?  It cannot be that both bid with equal bargaining power in an equal auction distributing a common pile of resources.   Facing one array of goods for sale on a market at a time, and with one set of resources to be allocated, Sally gets a share, and facing a completely different array of goods for sale on a market at a different time, and with a completely different set of resources to be allocated, Tom gets a share. What determines whether their shares are equivalent or not?

If one set of resources dominates another, then the two sets are unambiguously nonequivalent.  One set dominates another if every resource in the second set is identically replicated by a resource in the first set, and the first set contains extra resources as well.  One might broaden the idea of domination: One set of resources broadly dominates another if every desire one might have that could be satisfied with the resources of the second set could also be satisfied with the resources of the first, and in addition the first set enables the satisfaction of some further possible desire.   However, even if two sets of resources are noncomparable in the sense that neither dominates the other, in many cases we intuitively will judge one to be far superior to the other.  For purposes of this essay I am just going to assume that the resourcist luck egalitarian has a sensible way of comparing resources across the generations, so one can work at the task of figuring out what the doctrine should hold when extended to scenarios in which population changes and we are comparing fairness in resource distribution across generations.

Although the equality of resources account taken strictly is concerned only with the distribution of material goods to be devoted to private ownership, I shall assume that a resourcist luck egalitarian doctrine of rights and duties of procreators will be concerned with broader resource consequences of population change. Suppose there are unowned resources (air to breathe) and publicly owned resources (national parks).  Suppose that bringing a newcomer person into the world diminishes the quantity of good quality air to breathe and introduces crowding in national parks that degrades their utility as a resource for all.  These procreation impacts will surely play a role in the resourcist account of rights and duties of procreators.  There may also be interaction effects to consider: perhaps bringing a person into the world reduces the amount of privately owned resources available for all but raises the amount of unowned resources and publicly owned resources, or alternatively bringing a person into the world might result in increase in privately owned resources available for all but decrease the amount of available unowned or publicly owned resources.  I take it the resource egalitarian is concerned with the overall impact of procreation on all of these resource distributions.  In the rest of this discussion I just assume that we are dealing with cases in which there are no significant impacts on unowned and publicly owned resources so we can simply concentrate on the impact of population change on goods to be devoted to private ownership.

Another qualification to be mentioned is that the measurement of the value of the  material resources available to people at a time depends on the available nonmaterial resources. Just consider the state of technology.  Technology is knowledge of how to transform resources into effective means to satisfy people’s wants.  If available technology improves, so that with given further resource and labor inputs a bushel of wheat used to suffice to produce  a loaf of bread, but now the same loaf of bread can be produced from a grain of wheat with no greater labor and other resource inputs, then in this respect a bushel of wheat with past technology is equivalent to a grain of wheat with current technology.  In the general case, available technology might get worse over time or get better or stay the same.

The Casal and Williams account of luck egalitarian procreative rights and duties is attractive and plausible but wrong.  Or so I shall claim.   I shall maintain it is wrong considered as an interpretation of the resourcist luck egalitarian position.  In the Dworkin framework of ideas, a more plausible account of procreative rights and duties is available.  However, I also maintain that the most sympathetic version of the Dworkin doctrine falls short when we confront it with moral problems of procreation and associated problems of justice in resource distribution across generations.  I sometimes consider Casal and Williams as it might be extended or modified by Rakowski.

To see what it misses, consider a simple world of resources and an initial population of three people with equal rights to resources.  So the world (the Earth, let us say) is divided into three shares, with each share containing one-third of the resources there are.  Now one of the three individuals brings a child into the world, who now is owed one-fourth of the total of resources.  Each of the three initial inhabitants must now give up some of her resources to accommodate the just claim of the newcomer.   According to Casal and Williams, if the newcomer is not expected to augment the total resources that will be available to others, her arrival is a cost to the initial inhabitants, a cost that is brought about for all by the choice and action of the single procreator.   Resourcist justice then requires that the procreator should compensate the nonprocreators for the losses they have suffered due to the action of the procreator.  Childbearing in these circumstances is analogous to pollution.  If one acts in a way that damages the resources that properly belong to others, one owes compensation for the damage, and likewise, if one brings it about that justice demands that one’s resources be turned over to another person by creating the person to who the resources are owed, one is in taking away from others the resources that properly belong to them, so compensation for damages is owed.

What is missing from this picture is the idea that bringing about the existence of a person who is likely to enjoy a good life is per se morally desirable and, at least in some circumstances, morally required.  In the hypothetical example sketched in the previous paragraph, the case for mandatory procreation might be very strong.  Suppose that if the initial inhabitants do no childrearing, the human race then dies out, whereas if childrearing occurs in the first generation, population will grow and the Earth will support a stable population of millions of people for thousands of years. Suppose further that the resources of the Earth are plentiful, so that although each of the three initial inhabitants will be worse off in resources over the course of his life if population expands and each would from the standpoint of prudence prefer that no extra inhabitants are born and no sharing of resources with newborns becomes morally required, the loss to each initial inhabitant if population does expand and resource sharing is required is trivially small. Even a mild beneficence requirement will plausibly generate the judgment that people are morally required to make some sacrifice of their resources in order to bring about a morally better world with many people leading good lives rather than a very few.

Of course the imaginary example is fanciful in its details, but the point generalizes. If a person imposes costs on present people by bringing about population increase when a sound population ethics dictates that present people taken together are morally required to bring about population increase at some cost to themselves, the nonprocreators have no moral entitlement to be compensated for the costs imposed on them by procreation leading to population increase.

The idea of a collective obligation in play here is simple.  A group of people has a collective obligation to do something just in case the group regarded as a whole is under a moral duty to bring about the something.  I suppose the existence of a collective obligation implies that individual members of the collective have some duties to act in some ways with a view to its fulfillment, but the claim that a certain collective obligation exists does not by itself settle the shape and stringency of whatever individual duties are associated with it.  (At the limit, a collective obligation might exist when there are no individual duties associated with it, as when a large number of people is under a collective obligation to do something that requires contributions from a certain percentage of members of the collective and it is certain right away that not enough members of the collective will fulfill their individual obligations to bring about the collectively obligatory result, so all individual obligations are extinguished by the expected noncompliance.)   In itself, the assertion of a collective obligation is compatible with asserting that some individual members of the group have no obligations with respect to this matter.  Example: A group of assassins may be collectively responsible to refrain from killing an innocent person even though many individual group members lack  a duty to refrain.  (If I know that another member is going to carry out the assassination in a moment and the innocent person will be wrongfully killed whatever I do, then there may be no obligation falling on me to refrain from killing—suppose that by killing the innocent person first I can save the lives of some other innocents.)  On the other side, if is is known for certain that one member of a collective will fulfill an obligation that the collective owes, no other individual in the group may have any duty stemming from this collective obligation.  

A similar conclusion can be reached without making any supposition that procreation leading to population increase is ever morally mandatory.  Suppose alternatively that causing population to increase is never morally required (even if the continuation of intelligent life in the universe depends on it) but is merely highly morally desirable.   In circumstances in which population increase boosts the aggregate good of good human life so that the ratio of good-achieved to resource-costs-generated-for-currently-living-persons is sufficiently favorable, bringing about population increase is morally virtuous to a high degree and engaging in virtuous acts of this sort, even if they generate costs that fall on present people who have not chosen to bring about population increase, does not render the virtuous agent liable to nonprocreators for the costs her procreative activity imposes on them.  Analogy: suppose that a rescue of a large number of people in extreme peril can be achieved, but bringing about the rescue generates some costs on nonrescuers as a side effect.  If carrying out the rescue is a collective responsibility of a group of people including the nonrescuers on whom some costs end up falling, it is implausible to suppose that in these circumstances the imposed-upon nonrescuers have moral entitlement to be compensated by the rescuer who fulfils a duty of the collective of which they are members. Even if engaging in the rescue is not morally required, just highly desirable, it is plausible to hold that if the benefits of the rescue are sufficiently proportionate to the costs imposed on nonrescuers, suffering these costs generates no entitlement to compensation from the rescuer or anyone else.

Dworkin-style luck egalitarianism does not include any principle of beneficence like the one to which I have vaguely appealed, but luck egalitarianism of that sort is not suited for the role of fundamental all-encompassing moral theory but is rather supposed to be suited at most for a limited role for a limited corner of morality, the distributive justice corner.  My criticism denies that beneficence can be altogether eschewed even in this limited corner of morality.

So far I have considered the case in which adding a person to the world makes the persons who are now alive worse off. I have urged that a morally satisfactory population ethics will dictate that sometimes adding a person to the world in these circumstances is morally required, in the sense of being the fulfillment of a collective duty that lies on the existing people taken together.  At least when this is so, the procreator responsible for bring about the newcomer person owes no compensation to the existing people for the loss of resources to them that the population increase produces.  The procreator is fulfilling, on behalf of all of us, a secular version of the Biblical injunction to “be fruitful and multiply” (Genesis 1: 22, 28).

Notice that in the circumstances envisaged the addition of a person might be morally valuable in several different ways.  Total well-being of all the people who shall ever live might be increased.  The total number of people who shall ever live who enjoy a good enough or critical-level lifetime amount of well-being might be increased. The average well-being of all those who shall ever live might be increased. In resourcist terms, the total resources available to all those who shall ever live, the total number of people among those who shall ever live who enjoy a good enough level of resources, and the average level of resources enjoyed by all those who shall ever live might all be increased by the envisaged addition of a person (who might in turn produce more people).   All of the above possibilities might obtain, yet it is still the case that by adding a person to the world one reduces what had been the resource share to which already existing bystander persons not involved in the procreation had been entitled.

In the preceding paragraphs I have alluded breezily to the idea of a sound population ethics but have not tried to characterize its actual content beyond assuming it will have a content that will support my criticism of Casal and Williams.  I cannot articulate a sound population ethics.  I believe that to make my case against the interpretations of the Dworkin framework under review, I need only a modest claim: In some circumstances it is morally required either to bring a new human person into the world or to acquiesce in another person’s doing so even though the addition of the newcomer would worsen one’s situation in the sense of reducing the amount of material resources to which one is entitled.  To acquiesce in another’s procreation activity is to refrain from complaining or demanding compensation from anyone in virtue of the occurrence of that procreation.

The modest claim in the preceding paragraph is very modest.  For all that claim asserts, it could be that one need never acquiesce in any but a trivial worsening of one’s condition brought about by population increase, or that the ratio between the moral gain consisting in addition of extra people to the world with good expectable quality of life to the moral loss consisting in the loss to oneself if the change occurs must be extremely high or no obligation to acquiesce in population increase arises.  As one affirms that one may be required to acquiesce in substantial losses in one’s well-being for the sake of adding people with good lives and to acquiesce in losses to one’s own condition that are just slightly outweighed by the gains that accrue to the newcomers, one is affirming a stronger population ethic beneficence principle.  I do not try to specify the strength of this beneficence requirement, but I assume it is nontrivial.

Notice also that population increase might worsen the condition of existing people in resourcist terms, and so be morally doubtful or morally forbidden according to a  resourcist ethic, even if the population increase makes everyone, newcomers and existing people alike, better off in well-being.  Suppose that with population increase we get both decreasing material resources available for all, improved technology, and improved education and socialization that enables people to find greater well-being in a life with reduced resources.  In early times, when we all imbibed the spirit of rampant consumerism, we enjoyed more resources, but developed desires at odds with genuine well-being, so high levels of self-interested desire satisfaction coincided with low levels of well-being measured in terms of attainment of genuinely worthy goods.  Nowadays, resources are few, but our desires are oriented more towards life aims that are both cheap to satisfy and fulfilling in terms of genuine well-being.  An ethic that gives substantial weight in the determination of what we owe one another to considerations of well-being gains and losses and the fair distributions of gains and losses will favor population increase in scenarios when, looking at the situation through a resourcist lens, we see only moral loss.  In a nutshell:  With more resources we sought cocaine and fancy yachts and lived less well, while with fewer resources and a more civilized social environment there are many more of us, and we have fewer resources, but seek cheap intellectual and artistic and cultural satisfaction, and live better in well-being terms.

In the same spirit, a beneficence-oriented population ethics that requires us to sustain some sacrifice in our own condition in order to improve the world by adding people to it who will live good-quality lives, will be differentially demanding, or demanding in different ways, depending on whether the costs and benefits of population increase to existing people and newcomers are measured in well-being terms of resource terms.  A sacrifice that is too great to require, gauged in terms of resources, may be within the limits of moral demandingness if the relevant gains and losses are assessed in terms of well-being or opportunity for well-being. Again, I would contend the well-being measure is ethically more appropriate. We reasonably care not about what piles of stuff we are enabled to possess and use but what the stuff can do for us, and could do for others, to generate good quality of life.

Consider now the moral relationship between a procreator, existing bystanders, and the newcomer person when the addition of the newcomer enhances the prospects of the existing bystanders. To focus on this case, let us assume there are no relevant moral effects on future generations.  Suppose that even though procreators are glad to engage in childrearing and are better off for it, they do suffer overall resource loss, and on this ground they claim an entitlement to resource aid in childrearing from the existing bystanders who are according to a resource metric.

Casal and Williams say No. They say an obligation under the principle of fair play, requiring beneficiaries to compensate those who benefit them, plausibly arises only when the people who produce benefits are engaged in a cooperative activity, the activity is costly to them, and they bear the costs of the activity at least in part in order to produce goods for all members of a group (nonexcludable benefits, we are assuming).
  They add the further condition that those who benefit in the way just described must be willing to pay for the cost of it as assessed by the provision scheme in question.  They note that in actual present conditions, most people who bear and arise children do so for their own fulfillment and are not reasonably regarded as engaging in any sort of cooperative activity.  One person’s decision to have a child does not take into account the decisions others are making; we have just a bunch of independent similar choices.  Also, parents typically do not intend to benefit others by their actions and often would make the same childbearing decisions they do make even if they generated costs rather than benefits for bystanders.  Hence, there are no obligations owed by bystander beneficiaries of people’s childbearing and childrearing activities.

Virtually every claim Casal and Williams make about the application of the duty of fair play is contestable and I would hold, wrong.  First, I do not believe it is always true that if people act in ways that shower nonexcludable benefits on others but are doing so for their own personal fulfillment, no obligations on the part of the beneficiaries toward their benefactors arise.  Suppose the nation is threatened and young men and women happily go off to fight to defend the country in a just war. They believe, perhaps mistakenly, that their own well-being is thereby being furthered. (Perhaps they falsely suppose an admirable act must always be to the advantage of the person who does it.)  Or perhaps their personalities are such that their personal desire satisfaction is advanced by advancing the well-being of their fellow countrymen.  They incur great personal cost, measured according to any sensible metric of well-being, and they confer great benefit on their fellow countrymen.  It is very implausible to deny that they are owed compensation by those they have benefited under some version of the fair play principle.

Second, the willingness to pay test needs scrutiny. The objection is that under the unamended fair play principle “people can incur obligations simply by receiving what they do not seek and would reject if they had the chance.”
  I take it what is meant is that if the nonexcludable benefits were in fact excludable and offered for sale, the beneficiaries would be willing to pay for these goods more than what they are asked to pay under the principle of fair play.  This test can fail to be satisfied under conditions in which compensation is still owed under the principle of fair play reasonably interpreted.  Suppose people just underestimate the value of what they are receiving via the benefits showered by the cooperative provision of nonexcludable benefits.  This false valuation may be one for which they are innocent or blameworthy; either way, it is a mistake, and there is nothing wrong in charging beneficiaries a fair price for services rendered under the rubric of the fair play principle. The false valuation might rest either on a mistake concerning empirical fact or an evaluative mistake; either type of mistake vitiates the rejection of a duty to pay based on the claim that the beneficiaries did no value the benefit received. Suppose a pacifist rejects on principle the benefit of continued life gained through other people’s efforts to wage a just war on his behalf; he nonetheless gets the benefit of continued life, and it is precious, so compensation is owed.

A third issue concerns the requirement that for  a genuine duty under fair play to be triggered, the persons conferring benefits on others must be engaged in a cooperative activity that is aimed at conferring benefits on others. There is more to say here (see the discussion two paragraphs back), but let us just accept this requirement for the sake of the argument.  I query the empirical claims that parents generally do not see themselves at least in part as engaged in a cooperative activity with other members of society to carry on social life by raising a next generation of members, this goal being assumed to be beneficial to all members of society, procreators and nonprocreators alike.   I do not say decisions to have children do not have any self-interested component. But the motivation is mixed, and people generally are trying to make something worthwhile of their lives, for themselves and also for others, in making these decisions.  I cannot hope to settle the large empirical questions at issue here.  These are questions ultimately for social scientists to decide.  I simply note that there is an issue here, and it is far from obvious that the ungenerous interpretation of parental motives that Casal and Williams make is correct.  (My guess is that many parents would nod affirmatively if asked, “did you undertake having children for your personal fulfillment?” but would bristle if asked, “so, you were purely self-interested in deciding to have children?”.)  People’s childbearing motivation tends to be mixed, so that obligations under the principle of fairness can be triggered by their activity.  I would say that the conditions of the principle of fair play reasonably interpreted can be satisfied even if people’s motivation to help others is not necessary to their resolve to have children.  Personal fulfillment, let us say, suffices to tip the balance of desire in favor of having children.  This circumstance would not rule out parenting qualifying as  a cooperative activity under the fairness principle.

Bringing into existence and raising the next generation of members of society involve individual personal decisions to bear children but also involve a collective obligation on the part of all of us to undertake the activity and do it well and share its costs fairly. So I would urge.  The principle of fair play helps us fix the fair allocation of costs and benefits across procreators and nonprocreators.

The principle of fair play could be incorporated in the Dworkin resource egalitarian ethic on procreation without necessitating a basic shakeup of the ethical view.  But a bigger concern is the absence in the Dworkin view of a beneficence obligation to improve the future by adding people to the Earth’s population.  Suppose that over the long haul, resources are inevitably growing less on the Earth, even taking into account continuous improvements in technology that enable us to be and do more with a given stock of resources. As already mentioned, the Dworkin resource egalitarianism imposes only conditional duties on those who might bear children: If you bear a child, whose presence on Earth expectedly will lower the expectations of already existing and future existing persons, you must compensate those who stand to lose by your decision, against the backdrop assumption of a strong duty that each person born is owed an equal share of resources, along with all other persons who have been or ever will be be born.\On this view there is nothing morally untoward if, in the face of intractably declining resources, people fulfill their egalitarian duties o each other and then close down the future.  When the city of Duluth, Minnesota was undergoing economic decline and out-migration a few years back, someone erected a big billboard on the main highway leading away from the city with the message, “Will the last person to leave Duluth please turn off the lights?”  The Dworkin position allows that just as Duluth inhabitants have no collective obligation to continue their collective life, the same goes for the human community.  In the face of declining resources, no one’s moral rights would be violated and no one would do wrong if people decided the costs of providing equal resources for all are too great, and just decided not to have more children.

This turn off the lights scenario could arise even if it is possible to sustain worthwhile life for tens of thousands of years, with members of succeeding generations leading lives well worth living even though they do not gain resource shares equivalent to those that were available to past generations.  Here equality of resources gives decisively wrong recommendations regarding population ethics.  The moral value of extra human lives, that over the life course are well worth living, does not get sufficient recognition in the Dworkin scheme. I have no complete piopulationethics to propose, but I suppose tha there can be scenarios in which it is not wrong for persent people to consume resources at a rate such that less is left for future people, yet there remains an obligation to bring about continuing future generations.  (Consider the scenario in which sacrifice by present (or some future generation of) persons would be very inefficient in bringing about extra resources for future people.  Suppose we can benefit a lot more by consuming than future people can gain if we instead save.)  The Earth is not Duluth.  We humans should not turn out the lights, so long as we can provide life worth living to those who come after us.
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