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Obtaining and respecting another individual’s consent is of great moral importance in a 

range of interpersonal contexts. Consent has the potential to transform an otherwise 

impermissible act into a morally permissible one. It has ‘moral magic’, as some consent 

theorists put it (Hurd 1996, Alexander 1996). Some individuals, however, lack the 

cognitive and emotional competences required to give meaningful consent. Most young 

children seem to fall into this category. In this case, we normally think that it is their 

parents who should decide – and consent to – how children are treated, on their behalf. 

This leaves open the question of whether, and how, parents’ decisions should themselves 

be constrained by considerations about children’s future consent. A number of 

philosophers have suggested that future consent is indeed morally relevant at least in 

some circumstances in which an individual’s present consent cannot be obtained (Gerald 

Dworkin 1972, Carter 1977, Chwang 2009). More recently, moreover, Matthew Clayton 

(2006, 2012, forthcoming) has defended a principle of retrospective consent specifically 

in the context of parenting. Essentially, Clayton’s principle states that parents ought to 

treat their children in ways that they can reasonably expect them to retrospectively 

consent to, once they become capable of giving meaningful consent. While this is an 

intuitively appealing idea to many people, including to many parents, to date the principle 

has not been the object of systematic philosophical examination. In this presentation, I 

am going to consider the two most plausible ways of formulating the principle of 

retrospective consent in parenting and argue that they both have problematic 

implications. I will argue, on the one hand, that if the principle is understood in terms of 

expectations about the likelihood of children’s actual future consent, it potentially 

permits indoctrination. If, on the other hand, the principle is understood in terms of 

expectations based on some notion of idealized counterfactual consent, it does not (in 

most cases) appropriately track the particular interests of actual children/future adults. I 

conclude that the principle of retrospective consent in parenting should be rejected. I shall 

also argue, however, that children are capable of giving meaningful consent to how they 

are treated much earlier than it is typically assumed in the literature. This is true at least 

in some spheres of activity. This implies, in my view, that parents not only have a moral 

obligation to develop and promote children’s ability to validly consent to how they are 

treated, but also a prima facie obligation to seek and respect their children’s consent in a 

range of cases. I will suggest that this has important implications for the moral 

permissibility of practices, such as involving a reluctant child into religious, sport, and 

artistic activities ‘for the child’s own good’. 

 

 

  

 


