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		Paternalism is widely viewed as presumptively justifiable for children but morally problematic for adults. The standard explanation for this distinction is that children lack capacities relevant to the justifiability of paternalism. I argue that this explanation is more difficult to defend than typically assumed. If paternalism is often justified when needed to keep children safe from the negative consequences of their poor choices, then when adults make choices leading to the same negative consequences, what makes paternalism less justified? It seems true that ordinary adults have capacities enabling them to promote their interests in ways most children lack. This can explain why paternalism is more often justified towards children than adults. What is not explained, however, is why paternalism would be justifiable for children, but not adults, when neither possess the relevant interest-promoting capacities—exactly the cases when paternalism towards adults might be considered. I argue that this dilemma undercuts capacities-based explanations for the belief that childhood is distinctively relevant for the permissibility of paternalism. I then address defenses of both consequentialist and deontological versions of the capacities-based explanation. Absent this capacities-based explanation, I argue that the intuition that less demanding justificatory standards apply to paternalism when directed at children than when directed towards adults presents unresolved problems for egalitarians. 


	

	

	
		
		


	

	
	

		
		

	
	


	

	
	
	
		
	
	
	

	
	
		
		
			
				
			
		
		Keywords: Paternalism, Children, Capacities, Liberalism, Egalitarianism

	
	

	
    

    
	

	
	
		JEL Classification: K38, K36, D63

	
	

	
	

























    	
	
	
	
   	
	
	
	
	
	            
	















	











    
    










    
    
    
    
















	






	
		Suggested Citation:
		Suggested Citation
	

	
		
			Godwin,  Samantha, Children’s Capacities and Paternalism (March 20, 2020). Journal of Ethics (2020) DOI: 10.1007/s10892-020-09327-1, Yale Law School, Public Law Research Paper Forthcoming,  Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3558350
		
	

	

	
	
	

	
		
	

	

	
	
		

	










    
    










    
    
    
    





















	


	























	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Samantha Godwin (Contact Author)

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
						
						
						


						
					
					[image: Yale University - Law School]
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				Yale University - Law School  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					P.O. Box 208215
New Haven, CT  06520-8215
United States

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	





	

	

	
	
		
	

	

	
	




				
				
				









	
	    












    
    






    
    







    









    
        
        
        
            
            

            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    [image: PDF icon]Download This Paper
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

            
            
                

                

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Open PDF in Browser
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
            
        

    




















	














	
	    







 



	




	







	







































				

				

				
					
						

						
						

						

						
						

					
				

			


			
				
					
						
						
	










	
	    














	
	    














	
	    







	
		Do you have negative results from your research you’d like to share?

		
			

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit Negative Results
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
		

	



					

				
				
					
					


	












	
	
	








	
		
			Paper statistics

		

	


	
		
		 
			
				Downloads

				      145

			

		
		
		
			Abstract Views

			    1,048

		

		
		 
		
			Rank

			  364,611

		

		
	


	

	
		
			
				       41 References
		

	



	
		PlumX Metrics

		
			
		

		
			
		

	





				


				
				
				
					

    
        
            Related eJournals

        	
                    Jurisprudence & Legal Philosophy eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Jurisprudence & Legal Philosophy eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,633

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           13,485

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Brian Bix at University of Minnesota Law School, Matthew D. Adler at Duke University School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Family & Children's Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Family & Children's Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              884

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           11,852

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Jane M. Spinak at Columbia Law School, June Carbone at University of Minnesota - Twin Cities - School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                


            

            
                
                

                	
                    Law, Norms & Informal Order eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law, Norms & Informal Order eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              872

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            8,635

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Richard H. McAdams at University of Chicago Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Social & Political Philosophy eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Social & Political Philosophy eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this free journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              863

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           19,532

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Women & Work eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Women & Work eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this free journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              830

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            3,399

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Society: Family Law, Relations & Dispute Resolution eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Society: Family Law, Relations & Dispute Resolution eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              750

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            7,481

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Amy G. Applegate at Indiana University Maurer School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Society: Private Law - Family Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Society: Private Law - Family Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              719

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            3,909

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Steve Sanders at Indiana University Maurer School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Ethics eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Ethics eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this free journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              647

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            9,279

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Biology & Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Biology & Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              321

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            3,113

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Medical Anthropology eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Medical Anthropology eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              276

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            5,947

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Legal Anthropology: Family Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Legal Anthropology: Family Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              195

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            1,395

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Social & Personality Psychology eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Social & Personality Psychology eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              146

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           18,032

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Developmental Psychology eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Developmental Psychology eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                               63

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            5,903

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                



                
            

            
        
        
        
                 
        
        

    


				


				
					
					

















				

			

		


		
				
					Feedback
					
				

			

			


	
		
		Feedback to SSRN

		
			
				
					Feedback
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				
					Email
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				Submit
				
			
		

		

		If you need immediate assistance, call 877-SSRNHelp (877 777 6435) in the United States, or +1 212 448 2500 outside of the United States, 8:30AM to 6:00PM U.S. Eastern, Monday - Friday.

	







	

	
	
		
		

	




	
	





  
  

	
	
		
	


	
	
		
			
			
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
	


	
	
	






		
		














	
		
			
				
                    

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit a Paper
                    
                        
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
					Section 508 Text Only Pages
				

			
			
				SSRN Quick Links 

					SSRN Solutions
	Research Paper Series
	Conference Papers
	Partners in Publishing
	Jobs & Announcements
	Special Topic Hubs


			

			
				SSRN Rankings 

					Top Papers
	Top Authors
	Top Organizations


			

			
				About SSRN 

					Network Directors
	Announcements
	Contact us
	FAQs


			

			
		

			
	
	


		
			
				
			

			
				
					Copyright
					Terms and Conditions
					Privacy Policy
				

				
					All content on this site: Copyright © 2023 Elsevier Inc., its licensors, and contributors. All rights are reserved, including those for text and data mining, AI training, and similar technologies. For all open access content, the Creative Commons licensing terms apply.

					We use cookies to help provide and enhance our service and tailor content.

					To learn more, visit
					Cookie Settings.
					
						
							
							This page was processed by aws-apollo-l100 in   0.078 seconds 
						
					
					

				

			

			
				
			

		

	









	
		
		
		
		


    
        
        
        

        
        
                
                
                    
                
            
    

    

    


		






    























    




    








	


		[image:  ]

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	

