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Most parents want to be good parents. But it can be difficult to know what this even means: we are often unsure what goals we should be striving toward as parents, not to mention the ways in which we should work to achieve them. We are as confused about the "what" of good parenting as the "how." In this paper I want to focus on one particular controversy over the appropriate ends of parenting. Should our goal be to raise our children so that they will have, as adults, as many options as possible, to give them, insofar as we can, a maximally "open" future? Or should our goal be more directive, to lead our children toward a more specifically shaped future that we ourselves endorse? Of course, even to state the question in this way is to provide for a third and more plausible answer: something in between.  


Joel Feinberg is perhaps the best-known defender of providing children with maximally open options. In his landmark paper, "The Child's Right to an Open Future," he argues that children possess "anticipatory autonomy rights" which are violated when children's future options are prematurely closed, and respected when children's future options are kept open.1 Commenting critically on the Supreme Court case of Wisconsin v. Yoder, in which the Court upheld the right of Amish parents to a religiously grounded exemption from mandatory school attendance laws, Feinberg writes, "An impartial decision . . . should send [the child] out into the adult world with as many open opportunities as possible, thus maximizing his chances for self-fulfillment."2  


This kind of view is expressed by other writers as well. Kenneth Henley, in "The Authority to Educate," also argues that children's liberty rights to have open options are more important than their parents' liberty rights to raise them according to their own lights.3 He argues that the state must protect the child from the tendency of his parents to educate him into the kind of life which they want for him; there is no legitimate parental authority to do this. According to Henley, parents have a moral (if not always a legal) duty to foster the unfolding liberties of their child.  


I will argue here against the open options view: my claim is that it is both impossible and undesirable to try to provide children with an "open" future in any meaningful sense. I will argue, first, that it is difficult to decipher what it even means to have "open" or "closed" options, and to figure out how options are to be counted and differentiated. Second, insofar as we can find some viable way to count and differentiate open options, the inescapable finitude of life (twenty-four hours in a day, three hundred sixty-five days in a day, ninety years of good life total) means that it is simply impossible to keep our options open: they close every day, as we make choices to spend our time this way rather than that, to pursue x rather than y. Third, the impossibility of an open future is not something to be regretted, but to be accepted, and even embraced. On no reasonable view of parenting do we truly want parents to give their children as many open opportunities as possible -- we want the list bounded by morality and law. And even when the list is narrowed to morally and legally acceptable or desirable opportunities, the goal of pursuing all options leads to a life that is superficial and glib, as well as frenetic and exhausting.  


Now, I do not mean to deny that equally serious problems arise with certain overly directive styles of child-rearing. I will argue that these are also worthy of criticism, but not because they fail to provide a child with the maximum number of options for an open future. Instead, they are problematic because they fail to respect a child's present (rather than future) autonomy and fail to exhibit love for him or her as a unique and distinctive individual.

The Case of Religion



Let me begin with the case of religion. Discussions of conflicts between children's rights to (present and future) religious liberty and parents' rights to exercise their own paternal and religious liberty in their child-rearing have dominated the philosophical literature here and featured in a number of prominent court cases, most notably Wisconsin v. Yoder. In that case the Supreme Court upheld the right of Amish parents to violate compulsory schooling laws and take their children out of school at age fourteen, in order to shield them from secular influences that would arguably undermine the traditional Amish way of life.  


Feinberg, while not arguing against the specific judgment reached in Yoder (noting that the difference between leaving school at fourteen and leaving school at sixteen has little bearing on children's future options), insists that the Court, in its written decision, failed to appreciate the true goal of education: to send the child into the adult world "with as many open opportunities as possible."4 My first question is: how are these open opportunities to be quantified? Presumably Feinberg is thinking in this way. An Amish child is prepared by his Amish parents for one future only, that of an Amish farmer. Whereas, the non-Amish child has open to him a wide range of futures: as farmer, scientist, teacher, race-car driver, doctor, etc. But Joseph Raz, himself also a defender of the need for "an adequate range of options," maintains that it is not so much the number but the variety of options that matters: "A choice between hundreds of identical and identically situated houses is no choice, compared with a choice between a town flat and a suburban house, for example."5 But I submit that from the point of view of the Amish parent, all the various career options mentioned above have little variety among them: they are all ways of living in the world, pursuing money, prestige, and professional satisfaction, focusing on worldly rewards rather than on living in harmony with God. The Amish parents could well reply that they are giving their children options: to be a corn farmer, or a soybean farmer, or a fruit farmer, or to work in various support occupations, such as blacksmith or leather-worker. What we consider to be a variety of options is inescapably relative to our perspective.  


Nor is it clear what counts as keeping an option open. In one sense, the worldly options listed above do remain open to the Amish child: he or she can certainly leave the Amish community at adulthood, and many Amish children do. Admittedly, it will be more difficult for such an adult to pursue certain careers than it would be for someone educated differently, but it is not impossible. And all of us, in whatever we pursue, face difficulties of one sort or another. Options, then, are not properly viewed as open or closed, but as more or less encouraged or discouraged, fostered or inhibited. The claim that parents should provide as many open opportunities as possible thus becomes the claim that parents should encourage as many different paths as possible -- but to state the claim in this way is already to begin to see fatal problems of logistics, for encouragement must be selective to be effective.


This leads me to my second point. Even assuming that we can make sense of how to assess and quantify "open options," it is simply impossible, I maintain, for parents to raise their children without steering them, however imperceptibly, toward one option rather than another. There is no default setting of perfect neutrality, as Justice Burger pointed out, writing for the majority in Yoder. Burger asserted that while the Amish parents are closing off to their children the option of living a non-Amish way of life, the state, in mandating their immersion into the ways of the world, could equally be seen as closing off to the children the option of living an Amish way of life: "if the State is empowered, as parens patriae, to 'save' a child from himself or his Amish parents by requiring an additional two years of compulsory formal high school education, the State will in large measure influence if not determine, the religious future of the child."6 This becomes even more clear once we frame the issue in terms of encouraged vs. discouraged options, rather than in terms of the (misleading) distinction between options that are open and closed.

 
To this Feinberg replies that Burger is guilty of an overstatement: "Burger seems to employ here a version of the familiar argument that to prevent one party from determining an outcome is necessarily to determine a different outcome, or to exercise 'undue influence' on the final outcome. . . The upshot of these modes of reasoning is the conclusion that state neutrality is not merely difficult but impossible in principle, that by doing nothing, or permitting no other parties to do anything that will close a child's options before he is grown, the state in many cases itself closes some options."7 (85). But, Feinberg argues, "there is some reasonable conception of neutrality that is immune to his blanket dismissal" and "even if perfect neutrality is unachievable in an imperfect world, there is hope that it can be approached or approximated to some degree.  Ideally, the neutral state . . . would act to let all influences, or the largest and most random possible assortment of influences, work equally on the child, to open up all possibilities to him, without itself influencing him toward one or another of these."8 
Because the focus of this paper is not on the state's duties toward children generally, but on parents' duties toward their own children, I want to look more carefully at how Feinberg's suggestion might be carried out by parents of good will, working to provide their children with an open future, in terms of their religious and spiritual choices. What would it mean to raise a child with open options regarding his or her own future choice of religion? Is this either possible or desirable? Henley gives us a clue to how one might proceed here, writing that parents have a duty not to isolate children intentionally from other ways of life and to make sure their children learn of the variety of religious and non-religious ways of life.9 These seem to be suggestions Feinberg would endorse.


Indeed I have a friend who is raising his own child in just this way. This friend, himself raised essentially without a religion from parents in a mixed Jewish/Catholic marriage, told me that he and his wife were making an effort to introduce their second-grade son to the full range of religions available in their community, by visiting different religious services and reading about the various beliefs held by each religious group. He told me proudly that his son has tentatively decided to be a Shinto; he liked the Shinto beliefs regarding the sacredness of animals, which fit in well with his own vegetarianism.


There is certainly something very attractive about this picture of child-rearing: these loving parents, sharing with their cherished child a pleasurable journey of intellectual and spiritual exploration. I almost hate to criticize it here. And I do think it is many ways preferable to an extremely directive alternative, which I will consider below. But criticize it I will. I do not think this child-rearing plan is neutral in effect, however neutral it is in intention. It simply provides further evidence of the degree to which meaningful neutrality is impossible. If I were a gambling woman, I would lay you odds on one thing: this little boy is not going to grow up to be a practicing Shinto. Indeed, I'll make you another wager: this little boy is not going to grow up to have any religion at all. For this little boy, in his weekly survey of various creeds and rituals, is not really being given the experience of belonging to a religion. The experience of belonging to a religion is simply not something you get in hour-long stretches of reading, or by attending a single session of worship, for several reasons.


First, insofar as the essence of various religions lies in their distinguishing creeds (which I will dispute in a moment), a whirlwind tour of the world's religions can provide at best a glib and shallow overview even of the actual propositions that adherents of those religions purport to believe. You can't get a "take" on Christianity or Buddhism in a month. This is like coming to understand European cultures by going on a two-week "grand tour" with a day in Paris, a day in Rome, a day in Madrid. "If this is Tuesday, it must be Belgium" is not a formula for deep cultural understanding; "If this is January, this must be Hinduism" is likewise not a formula for deep spiritual understanding. 


Second, there is something overly complacent about "shopping around" to find the religion that best fits with one's preexisting belief system: "I will follow this religion rather than that, because people in this religion have beliefs that most closely echo and endorse my own." One point of religion, surely, is to challenge and confront rather than comfort and condone our complacency in our own beliefs: it is to change our hearts and minds and souls. Of course it would also be exceedingly odd to choose a religion simply because it initially strikes us as most far removed from our own belief system, and so most unreasonable and bizarre! The question of fit is going to be a complex one, with a great deal of soul-searching before one ends up with any kind of reflective equilibrium. My point here is only that we have to allow some room for spiritual growth and awareness. And, again, spiritual growth and awareness take time.


Finally, and most important, I would argue that for most people who are involved in most religions today, creeds themselves are not central to their religious experience. What is central is community. I have religiously observant Jewish friends for whom this is all that matters to their being Jewish: being part of a community, a culture, a tradition, a history. They themselves don't believe in God, or accept any other doctrinal commitments. Even in my own religion, Christianity, most church members (myself included) have only a vague notion of the various points of theology to which we supposedly subscribe. When I was growing up we recited the Apostle's Creed every Sunday in church, but we were mainly mouthing words. What is important is to live in a "church family," to be part of a community of faith, having potluck dinners together, bringing casseroles to the sick, carolling to shut-ins. It takes a long time to become part of a spiritual community, maybe a whole lifetime. Maybe you only really understand what it is to be part of a spiritual community when you die in its arms.


So: this is to suggest that as far as religion is concerned, there is no "neutral" setting, no way of keeping options open. I am endorsing Burger here over Feinberg: to open one door is inescapably to close another. Now, remember that Feinberg replies to Burger's argument that even if perfect neutrality is unavailable, it can still be approached to some degree, it can be held up as an ideal. This, too, I challenge: the smorgasbord approach does not promote an ideal of neutrality to which I would aspire.  


Of course, no one, including Feinberg, would really endorse a completely open smorgasbord, exposing children in a non-judgmental way even to options the parents consider seriously immoral or otherwise gravely flawed. My friend is not including on his tour of religious options Satanic cults, or the Moonies, or ultra-fundamentalist hellfire-and-damnation Christianity. Certain options are simply ruled out ahead of time, as well they should be. Now, this observation complicates our discussion, for there is considerable controversy in our culture over where to draw the line between morally and rationally acceptable and unacceptable options. I myself would rule out ultra-fundamentalism as morally unacceptable; but millions of Americans are ultra-fundamentalists. The Amish rule out all worldly ways of life as incompatible with salvation. How far should we defer to the parents here and how far should we go with some kind of societal standard, insofar as one can be discerned? I assert that it is unreasonable to expect parents to encourage children to pursue options that do violence to their own core moral commitments. It is unlikely that parents could do this in any convincing way, and even if they could, it is unreasonable to ask them to do so. As William Ruddick writes, we need to find principles here that will on"make parenthood a reasonable, rewarding undertaking"; he argues that a parent must foster a range of future life prospects, but only those that would be acceptable to both themselves and to their children.10
  
But even where a somewhat restricted menu of spiritual opportunities is offered, as in the case of my friend and his little boy, I would challenge the ideal of openness itself, at least as cashed out in terms of a whirlwind tour of world religions. In its very attempt at providing an all-encompassing survey of the world's varied approaches to spirituality, it trivializes the very "choice" it purports to respect. Just because it is inescapably glib and superficial, without meaning to it mocks the deep and important role of religion in many people's lives.


Yet there is certainly something to be said for openness here. Let me try to articulate what this is. Henley says that parents have obligations not to force their religious beliefs upon their children, once their children come to a certain age. Of course, I would say, given that one can't force belief anyway, this is largely beside the point. One can force religious attendance, however, and can enforce religiously grounded prohibitions of various kinds. A great deal of this may prove stunningly counter-productive, as older children simply come to resent their parents' heavy-handed dismissal of their own religious convictions, or lack thereof, and distance themselves still further from their parents' faith. But some parents may feel that, over time, even coerced exposure to a family's religion will "take": "Once a Catholic, always a Catholic." Yet when children become old enough (say, twelve or so) to be able to express their own considered judgments about religion, it seems to me a serious violation of their present (not future) autonomy to do more than encourage them to attend worship and to respect family religious practices, even if they do not participate in them fully themselves. All parents can really do to produce children who share their faith is precisely that: to share their faith with them as long as the children are willing to let them share it. Once the children are no longer willing, respect for children's autonomy requires parents to give their children room to explore other paths, and options of their own choosing.  


Do parents have any obligation at all to expose their children purposefully and actively to other faiths? Here I would argue that parents should be raising their children, even if they are deeply committed to their own faith, to be respectful and tolerant of others' different faiths. My high school Sunday school teacher took us on a tour of other religions very like the tour my friend is undertaking with his young child: I remember attending a Catholic mass, a Jewish synagogue, a Quaker meeting, and an African-American church, and discussing these experiences together. There was one important difference, however: this was not presented to us as a shopping expedition to sample various religions and find the one which best suited our fifteen-year-old selves. We were already Methodists. Instead, the goal was to make us open-minded Methodists, not only grudgingly tolerant but positively appreciative of the many ways in which people find to worship. The argument for openness in our choice of values is better recast as an argument for a certain substantive value, the value of tolerance and respect.  


The other prong of the argument against overly directive child-rearing looks beyond respect for children's present autonomy to the requirements of fully realized parental love. Parents ideally should have a relationship with their child based on unconditional love of the child herself, where the relationship comes first, ahead of any other commitments. This means that parents may have to accept a child's own emerging choices as part of what is involved in continuing a relationship with that child; they have to love their child both as the person he is, and as the person he is in the process of becoming. The directive style of child-rearing that I would criticize (and criticize as emphatically as I have criticized the open-options model) insists on a child's conformity to a parent's religion, or even to a parent's core moral values, as the price of the parent's love.  


What is problematic, to me, about Amish child-rearing is not the alleged stunting of Amish children, but the shunning of Amish adults who choose to leave the fold, the severing of all affective ties, the rupture of relationships. The wrong of overly directive child-rearing is less a sin against autonomy than a sin against love. Now, it can be argued that an embattled traditional community has to protect itself in some way from the incursion of alien values, whether these threaten it in the form of the outer world more generally, or in the specific persons of former-insiders-now-turned-outsiders. The person shunned has chosen to exclude himself from the community -- indeed, can perhaps be seen as altering his own identity so fundamentally that he is no longer the person he was before, and so can no longer expect to be treated in the same way by others. How can one expect still to remain a member of a community from which one has willingly removed oneself? Moreover, the invitation to return and take up the yoke of the community's way of life is left open.11
Perhaps then, my judgment of the Amish practice of shunning is too harsh. But in less extreme and more ordinary cases, where children find themselves growing apart from their parents' religion, I believe that loving parents must tolerate their children's own choice of religion (or of no-religion) once the children are old enough to make a meaningful decision here. If I love my child when she is a Christian, I must love her when she is a Jew, a Hindu, or an atheist. This is simply part of what it is to love.

The Case of Talents and Careers

I want now to look at a different arena in which maximal openness has been (in my view) seductively but wrongly encouraged. This is development of talents and choice of ultimate career. Here, we may feel, maximum openness is most appropriate and most possible. It is most appropriate, for surely here the arena of choice is least morally charged. This is why the Amish present a particular problem, because for them the choice of career is both religiously and morally charged. Also, the choice of career certainly can be morally charged for some families, as when the child of pacifist parents opts for a career in the military. But for most of us, it is a matter of some indifference whether a person makes her living as a carpenter or a doctor or a professional athlete or a poet. Here we may feel parents act most wrongly in imposing their own dreams on their children, their own heavy professional expectations. How many students have I seen in my office who want to major in philosophy but whose parents want them to major in business or engineering! Here, too, we have a familiar and respected opposing model of child-rearing: expose the child to as many activities and experiences as possible, and then let him see where his own interests and aptitudes lie.


While I certainly do not want to support those parents who discourage their children from majoring in philosophy (!) and will lay out my reasons for this below, I want to cast doubt on the cogency of the smorgasbord approach to talents and careers, in much the same way as I did above with the smorgasbord approach to religion. Once again, I will conclude that this widely endorsed ideal is both impossible and undesirable -- both for the same reasons that obtained in the religious case, and now for an additional reason as well: that it promotes a way of life which is substantively undesirable and damaging -- the pursuit of the specious holy grail of "having it all."


What would it mean to expose a child to "as many activities and experiences as possible"? For many families, this means that by the time a child enters middle school, he has already played several organized sports -- I know families who even play two sports in a single season, for example, both soccer and flag football in the fall, followed by basketball and wrestling in the winter, then baseball and tennis in the spring, and competitive swimming and bicycle racing in the summer. The child of course has also studied several musical instruments. She "tries" piano, fails to progress, so "tries" violin, and then "tries" a wind instrument -- or maybe tries all simultaneously.

  
My objection here begins by paralleling my objection to the smorgasbord approach to religion. To learn to play a musical instrument doesn't mean to have a few months, or even a full year, of lessons. Hopping from one instrument to another, and from one sport to another, isn't a way to learn about any of them. The smorgasbord approach trivializes the activities offered on its menu. Although one can learn more about baseball in a season than one can about Buddhism -- perhaps one can learn if one has some extraordinary hidden talent that might otherwise have never been discovered -- the average player isn't going to improve much in her game or learn much about her affinity for it. Consider the Peter, Paul, and Mary song "Right Field," in which a little boy doesn't discover his affinity for baseball until the day a ball fortuitously drops in his outstretched glove.  


Here, though, in addition to the objection that the smorgasbord approach is shallow and superficial, I want also to raise the objection that it is frenetic and exhausting. In their drive to make sure their children experience everything (and let us not forget Scouting, additional science enrichment classes, amateur theater, and of course, the religious instruction discussed above), parents are producing children who have no free time and no genuine childhood. And finally, the drive to amass as many experiences as possible can never be complete: precisely what will be missing from the list is experiences that require time to assimilate and absorb, experiences that are slow and deep, rather than easily scheduled in a escalating spiral of extracurricular activities.


This said, how should we formulate our argument against the parent who tries to impose his dream on his child, who tries to mold the child in his own Procrustean bed -- if not in the language of open options? Once again, I would reformulate the argument in terms of respect for present rather than future autonomy, and unconditional love and respect for the child as the distinctive individual whom he or she is. The relevant failure is not the failure to prepare the child for an open future, but the failure to accept and love the actual child here in front of us right now, the failure of a generic one-size-fits-all approach to child-rearing. These are points Feinberg himself makes: he concedes, as I have also argued, that a certain degree of parental shaping of children is inescapable. If our goal is our children's future self-fulfillment, we can't help but shape the interests whose later satisfaction will prove fulfilling; if our goal is our children's self-determination, we can't help but shape the self which is to do the determining. Still, Feinberg believes that this inevitability is only a matter of degree: the child is not wholly unformed and entirely plastic. Any morally legitimate shaping of the child must respect both the child as she already is as well as the child as she is going to be. I would endorse this point whole-heartedly, again recasting it as a point not about future autonomy, but about respect and love for the present, concrete particularity of the child herself.


Now, it can be objected to my argument that there certainly are at least some cases where precisely what we want to provide, as loving and concerned parents, is options for a child's future.  Let us return to the example of learning a musical instrument. One of the most common arguments for teaching a young child a musical instrument is that it is much easier to learn to play a musical instrument as a child than as an adult. The child who learns how to play the piano has the option of either continuing to play as an adult, or of giving it up. The child who does not learn how to play the piano will not have this same option. Indeed, I have to admit that this is an argument I have used myself to try to convince my younger child that he should continue in his piano lessons.


My first response to this objection is that the basic formula at work here -- "Do x, so that in the future you can have an option to do x or not do x" -- is problematic for all the reasons I have already given. It applies too widely; it would authorize not only piano lessons, but violin lessons, trombone lessons, oboe lessons -- and we would be back to the frenetic over-scheduling I rejected above. And the objection, analyzed more closely, really isn't about the importance of giving a child future options; it's about the substantive value the parent herself places on music as an important ingredient in a flourishing human life. It is because I think that being able not only to appreciate music, but to make music oneself in some form, is a wonderful thing that I want my child to be able to do it. It isn't the option of music-or-not that I value, it's music itself. I will be very disappointed if after all those years of piano lessons my child, as an adult, never touches the piano again. I am reminded here of Mark Twain's line: "The man who does not read good books has no advantage over the man who can not." Which is why I have to be very careful that I don't forcefully keep my child's musical options open at the price of making him hate music forever.


Can't we defend education generally, however, as a means to providing all-purpose life options for children? By providing our children with good free public education, aren't we trying to give them generalized options to do whatever they want to do in our advanced technological society? This objection relies on an overly instrumental and careerist view of education that I would reject, where the goal of education is primarily preparation for something else, which comes later in life. To be an educated person, I submit, is good in itself, is good because knowledge itself is a great good, and because knowledgeable people are more able to enjoy the wonders and riches of the world around them. I don't want to see my students majoring in philosophy because this is the best pre-law major, and so gives them more of an option to become well-paid lawyers. I want them to major in philosophy because of the exciting intellectual journey they will thereby undertake.


But isn't this intellectual journey more exciting if it includes more options along the way? Isn't one high school better than another, all things equal, if the first offers students a choice of French, Spanish, German, Russian, or Japanese, while the second offers only French or Spanish? Isn't one college better than another, all things equal, if it offers more different majors, if students there can specialize in a greater range of disciplines? Well, for one thing, as often as not, all things are not equal. What a larger school offers in greater diversity of academic options, a smaller school may offer in terms of a closer-knit academic community. Once again: to open one door is to close another. Moreover, any given student is going to have only one major (or maybe two or three) and study only one (or maybe two or three) foreign languages. At some point the student will close her own options. This is what it means to have a major, or to learn a language in any depth. And finally, I would argue that the chief benefit of a wealth of options here as elsewhere lies not in their providing for a child's open future, but in their opening up to her a more rich and diverse life right now. The open options view prioritizes the future over the present; the alternative view I would defend focuses on a celebration of the present instead.


I conclude then, that the pursuit of an open future for our children is confused, impossible, and often pernicious. And for this we can be heartily grateful.
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