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Abstract  This article will probe into Kant’s viewpoints about parent-child 
relationship so as to demonstrate that they are inspiring on the one hand––for 
example on dealing with the relationship as that pertinent to the thing in itself, 
but on the other hand, there are many flaws. His strategy on avoiding the 
difficulty of “creating by man a being endowed with freedom” depends merely 
on an one-sided comprehension of time, because according to Kant himself, there 
is a difference as to the time between sensual forms of intuition and expressive 
form of transcendental imagination. In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant gives a 
profound enunciation with respect to the two and the latter is related to “free 
causality” and “categorical imperative” in his moral philosophy. Once it refers to 
the rights of a being endowed with freedom and the time it requires to maintain 
them, it is problematic to assert that the creation of such beings is not concerned 
with, in any sense whatsoever, time and the sensual, mortal body. What is more, 
Kant failed to take into full consideration that parents are also beings endowed 
with freedom whose rights to the child are not totally dependent on the latter’s 
inherent rights but on their own inherent basis. Granting parents too few natural 
rights, Kant on the other hand allocates them too much obligations in that the 
parent-child relation is unbalanced in his field of view. Thirdly, he gives no 
consideration as to whether or not the empirical process of rearing children itself 
can also create some rights, which nevertheless, should be taken into account 
when temporal elements can be found from the very original parent-child 
relationship. 
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1  Introduction 

Since ancient Greek times, Western scholars have been investigating family 
relationships from the perspectives of ethics, law and political philosophy; as a 
matter of fact they are considered as an extension and application of ontological 
and epistemological issues in practice. Plato’s The Republic would like to 
dissolve the family into the republic; whereas Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics 
and Politics, on the other hand, show a certain respect for the natural status of the 
family, although it cannot compare with his ultimate affirmation of the polis. 
Since modern times and beyond, the social contract theory has the upper hand in 
political ethics and law, which conversely means that family relationships should 
be understood through it. Kant’s view of the family, notably the idea of the 
parent-child relationship, naturally contains elements from the social contract 
theory. However, because he grants human practical reason or moral sense a 
certain status over epistemology, man’s freedom of will has an overtone of being 
a thing in itself. Thus, within the parent-child relationship he talks about, there 
appear some unique non-conceptual features wherein there are very original 
ideas and also defective ones. In this article, I intend to reveal the features and 
analyze some inappropriate parts in them so as to reach a deeper understanding 
pertaining to the parent-child relationship. 

2  Kant’s View on the Parent-Child Relationship 

The parent-child relationship is demonstrated in section 28–30 under the title of 
“partition of general metaphysics of morals” in Part 1 of The Metaphysics of 
Morals (Metaphysik der Sitten, published in 1797). The starting point is the birth 
of child resulting from the parents’ marriage. This behavior of giving birth to a 
child resembles as well as differs greatly from the production of other 
things—say, crops, livestock, a chair and a table, a novel, or a statue just to name 
a few. Their commonality is that they all obey the natural or physical progression 
of a cause-and-effect relationship. In so far as giving birth to a child, it refers to 
the fact that the bisexual reproduction of the parents, together with the mother’s 
later pregnancy and delivery, produces a new object, the infant. Their difference 
lies in that giving birth to a child is also the process and result that exceeds the 
perception of the cause-and-effect relationship—two persons with freedom 
co-created a being endowed with freedom (mit Freiheit begabtes Wesen). This is 



Kant’s View on the Parent-Child Relationship and Its Problems 
 

147 

what is unique, and according to Kant, it is this peculiarity that forms the core 
fact of the parent-child relationship, that is: 
 

For the offspring is a person, and it is impossible to form a concept of the 
production of a being endowed with freedom through a physical operation, so 
from a practical point of view it is a quite correct and even necessary idea to 
regard the act of procreation as one by which we have brought a person into 
the world without his consent and on our own initiative (Kant 1996, p. 64). 

 
Due to this fact, the parent-child relationship is ethically as well as legally 

regulated. Kant continues: 
 

…for which deed the parents incur an obligation [Verbindlichkeit] to make the 
child content with his condition so far as they can.—They cannot destroy their 
child as if her were something they had made (since a being endowed with 
freedom cannot be a product of this kind) or as if he were their property, nor 
can they even just abandon him to chance, since they have brought not merely 
a worldly being but a citizen of the world into a condition which cannot now be 
indifferent to them even just according to concepts of right [Rechtsbegriffen] 
(Ibid.). 

 
Why must parents try their best to satisfy their child or else fail to perform 

their obligation by not implementing a law (lege, Gesetz) that cannot be seen? 
Why can not parents treat their child as what they have created and own, 
dominating it at will in accordance with law? This is because the parents did not 
give birth to just a common, physical or physiological object; rather it is also a 
being endowed with freedom. In addition, this being endowed with freedom 
never exercised its freedom on the matter of gravest importance, its being born 
into this world; it never had the chance to either consent or disapprove. Therefore, 
naturally, the parents are indebted to the child from the perspectives of both 
ethics and legal principles—since you have given birth to a being endowed with 
freedom without getting the permission from the party involved, you have no 
other choice but to put all your energy and efforts into raising it, enabling it, in its 
adulthood, to be healthy and robust and independently exercise her/his free will 
and become a world citizen. 

Since this is a debt, then logically,  
 

They have the right to do all this until the time of his emancipation, when they 
renounce their parental right to direct him as well as any claim to be 
compensated for their support and pains up till now.…Just as they are not in 
debt to their parents for their education, so the parents are released in the same 
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way from their obligation to their children, and both children and parents 
acquire or reacquire their natural freedom. The domestic society that was 
necessary in accordance with law is now dissolved (Ibid., pp. 65–66). 

 
This is to say that parents bring up their child just to repay their debt until the 
child becomes independent both physically and mentally, then the debt can be 
considered repaid, and the parents and child will no longer be indebted to each 
other. If the parents want to further instruct the child to do something (in the past, 
this could be seen as a means to education) or if the child still lives in parents’ 
house, the relationship would rely on a contract between the two parties. This 
relation now resembles that between parents and servant. It can be seen that in 
this parent-child view, there is no position for the legal principle advocated by 
Confucianism, namely the child should be filial to parents all through his/her life, 
and the rearing and fostering structure within a family, according to this idea, is 
one-directional and conditional. 

3  The Insightfulness and Deficiency in Kant’s Argument 

The question is: Has Kant totally cleared up this debt? Is it justified and 
reasonable to understand the parent-child case? 

The basis of Kant’s relevant theory is that the person who is reared is a being 
endowed with freedom, therefore the parent-child relationship cannot simply be a 
natural one dominated merely by causality, such as that between a common 
producer and its products, and it allows that there is a relationship between a 
producer and its ultimate product. Parents are not, strictly speaking, producers or 
creators in that they cannot create an unconditionally free existing being, i.e., a 
“thing in itself” (Ding an sich); they cannot, however, just be forgers or 
“surrogate mother” or else they might escape from the obligation of child-rearing, 
which is non-transferable. On the other hand, what is produced by their arbitrary 
behavior is, however, an ultimate product in that it is bestowed with inherent 
freedom, who has the utmost end in itself. It does not completely follow the law 
of causality, and has the free-decisive capacity for obeying, against all odds, the 
categorical imperative (kategorische Imperativ). Of course, this product is far 
from being mature at birth, neither from the view of a natural life nor from the 
point of a moral or spiritual life. To make it a finished product, is the obligation 
of the two unqualified creators (the parents). It seems that there is something 
strange with this view: are parents competent or not with regard to the existence 
of the child? When granted with right or power, parents are incompetent; 
whereas when obligation is given to them, they are considered competent.  

Nevertheless, Kant found a certain ultimateness in the parent-child relationship, 



Kant’s View on the Parent-Child Relationship and Its Problems 
 

149 

albeit just in the stage before when the social contract becomes effective. It’s the 
inherent or natural characteristics (here it is called the inherent freedom of the 
child) and the particularly latent state of this characteristic (the child, due to its 
young age, temporarily cannot realize this freedom) and the process realizing of 
this characteristic that is shaping the parent-child relationship. It thus is never 
just a common social relationship that can be thoroughly studied by sociology; 
nor is it ever a genetic relationship that can be effectively dealt with by genetics 
or empirical anthropology. It cannot be shrouded within political relationships 
either. For example, neither the modern democratic system and its spirit (which 
began from the social contract) nor the democratic field of view of corporatism 
can reach the level of depth of the parent-child relationship in that these 
institutions and fields of views are all limited to the so-called relations between 
adults who can exercise freedom. Even in Hegel’s Principles of the Philosophy of 
Right, which treats family with more senses of reality, a family relationship is 
considered as no more than a transition to a citizen-society relationship (Hegel 
1961, section 177, 181). Kant, too, agrees with this transition view, after all, in 
the parent-child relationship he talks about, there is an extra-conceptual or 
conceptualless position of a thing in itself and ontology, concerning a kind of 
inter-temporal field of view, whose significance remains unresolved and unclear. 

Kant also recognizes that “creating a being endowed with freedom” is 
incomprehensible both to god and to human. In a long note of section 28, he 
writes as follows: 

 
No concept can be formed of how it is possible for God to create free beings, 
for it seems as if all their future actions would have to be predetermined by 
that first act, included in the chain of natural necessity and therefore not free. 
But that such beings (we human beings) are still free the categorical 
imperative proves for morally practical purposes, as through an authoritative 
decision of reason without its being able to make this relation of cause to 
effect comprehensible for theoretical purposes, since both are supersensible 
(Kant 1996, p. 64).  

 
Theoretically and conceptually speaking, God cannot create beings endowed 
with freedom in that once they are created, they would have to follow the natural 
law of causality wherein there is no freedom at all. It just so happens that in 
moral practice, man chooses, regardless of any cause-and-effect consideration 
based on the law of nature, to follow the categorical imperative of morality or 
absolute imperative and fulfills his duty, which indicates that man is free. To put 
it in another way, parents giving birth to a child is a physical process of cause 
and effect on one hand because it does not involve nor needs to involve the 
parents’ practice of morality, and the infant also cannot yet choose to follow the 
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categorical imperative. This process is not essentially different from that of any 
other processes of production. On the other hand, however, it is hardly the 
parents who are the cause and the child who is the effect; rather it is that a being 
endowed with freedom or latent freedom does not follow or completely follow 
the law of physical causality. On this account, “parents giving birth to an 
unconditional being endowed with freedom” is a paradox if “giving birth” is 
treated as a physical event or a behavior of cause and effect. This paradox is a 
parent-child relationship version of the third paradox or antinomy (Antinomie) 
mentioned by Kant in the Critique of Pure Reason wherein he enunciates the 
third antinomy as:  

 
Thesis: Causality in accordance with laws of nature is not the only one from 
which all the appearances of the world can be derived. It is also necessary to 
assume another causality through freedom in order to explain them. 

 
Antithesis: There is no freedom, but everything in the world happens solely in 
accordance with laws of nature (Kant 1998, pp. 484–485). 
 

Being opposite to each other, they have their basis in theoretical conceptual 
thoughts, and hence form the paradox. If the case is so, the phenomenon of a 
natural born child is that which creates theoretical trouble with respect to which 
there are always rigidly opposite yet infallible contrary views. Kant nevertheless 
wants to save his parent-child relationship by writing: 

 
All the one can require of reason here would be merely to prove that there is 
no contradiction in the concept of a creation of free beings, and it can do this if 
it shows that the contradiction arises only if, along with the category of 
causality, the time-conditions, which cannot be avoided in relation to sensible 
objects (namely, that the ground of an effect precedes it), is also introduced in 
the relation of supersensible beings. As for the supersensible, if the causal 
concept is to obtain objective reality for theoretical purposes, the 
time-conditions would have to be introduced here too. But the contradiction 
vanishes if the pure category (without a schema put under it) is used in the 
concept of creation with a morally practical and therefore non-sensible intent 
(Kant 1996, p. 64). 

 
This method of evading the paradox of “creating beings endowed with freedom” 
is to totally separate experiential creation from the transcendental one, or creation 
involving sensory objects from that of the supersensible realm. The point at issue 
is to erase “time-conditions” when understanding the latter creation, viz. the 
creation of a being endowed with freedom, in that the “time-conditions” is the 
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precondition of all experiential causality relationships and hence unsuitable for 
the understanding the supersensible and the creations within this realm. 

This kind resolution plan looks simple and readily available but is problematic 
as well. First, it confuses the two kinds of time-conditions mentioned by Kant 
himself. Secondly, it is ridiculous to say that the process or relation of “A created 
B” is purely supersensible, namely A just created B in accordance with 
supersensible moral-practical intentions. What is more, when time takes an 
important position in Kant’s parent-child relationship, it is hard to understand it 
without the presence of the time-conditions. Detailed clarifications will be given 
in what follows. 

4  Imagination and the Temporal Pure Image in the 
Supersensible Relationship 

Can supersensible relationship completely avoid the time-conditions? It depends 
on how one understands this “time-conditions.” The freedom or the free 
operation of will mentioned in Kant’s moral philosophy is supersensible (Kant 
2010, p. 100); it does not rely on empirical intuition, so the pure form of this 
intuition––time and space––has almost nothing to do with each other. In the 
Critique of Pure Reason, nevertheless, Kant elucidates another kind of time, i.e., 
the time of pure image (das reine Bild) (Kant 2003, p. 243; A142/B182) 
constituted qua transcendental imagination—more primal than the reproductive 
imagination. He wrote in the section of “deduction of the concept of pure 
understanding” of the first edition of this book as follows: 
 

There must therefore be something that itself makes possible this reproduction 
of the appearances by being the a priori ground of a necessary synthetic unity 
of them (Kant 1998, pp. 229–230; A101–102). 

 
The principle of the necessary unity of the pure (productive) synthesis of the 
imagination prior to apperception is thus the ground of the possibility of all 
cognition, especially that of experience (Ibid., p. 238; A118). 

 
According to this view,1 the pure, productive synthesis of transcendental 

imagination should be “prior to apperception,” which offers an “original 
                                                   
1 As to the difference between the first and second editions of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason 
on the part “The deduction of the concept of pure understanding,” notably the significance of 
the difference to phenomenology, see Heidegger’s Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics (Kant 
und das Problem der Metaphysik) and my “Haidegeer Sixiang yu Zhongguo Tiandao” 海德格

尔思想与中国天道 (“Heidegger’s Thinking and Chinese Dao of Heaven”), Chapter 4. 
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synthetic unity” (Ibid., p. 246; B131–132) for human understanding. Seen in this 
matter, the purely primal synthesis offered by transcendental imagination should 
be capable of exceeding the empirical application of understanding. Thus, it has 
an important status in people’s aesthetic judgment. Let’s have a look at Kant’s 
thoughts in Critique of Judgment:  
 

Taste is a faculty for judging an object in reference to the free conformity to 
law of the imagination. If, now, imagination must in the judgment of taste be 
regarded in its freedom, then, to begin with, it is not taken as reproductive, as 
in its subjection to the laws of association, but as productive and active in its 
own right (as originator of arbitrary forms of possible intuitions)…. But that 
the imagination should be free and of itself conformable to law, i.e., carry 
autonomy with it, is a contradiction (Kant 2007b, p. 71). 

 
This passage indicates that it is free or transcendental imagination rather than the 
reproductive one that can obtain a super-intellectual function. That is to say, not 
only it can offer a Schema for purely intellectual concepts, but also express its 
“productivity and initiative” in originating arbitrary forms of possible intuitions. 
Apart from this, it sounds like a paradox to say that imagination is both free and 
self-regulating, a paradox resembling “[by means of cause-and-effect] creating 
beings endowed with freedom.” It is Kant’s view that the resolution of this 
paradox lies in refusing to take this self-regularity as “an objective harmonizing 
in consistent with a determinate concept of the object” (Ibid., p. 71), rather, 
taking it as “a subjective harmonizing of the imagination and the understanding” 
(Ibid.) in lieu of conformity to an objectified concept. As was stated afore, the 
workings of transcendental imagination is prior to objectification and conforms, 
originally, to intellectual apperception and concept. Prior to apperception, it 
makes possible for the connection and association between intellectual concept 
and intuitive forms so as to constitute our capacity of knowledge. In aesthetic 
acts and judgment, due to its pure “taste” “irrespective of its use or of any end” 
(Ibid., p. 72), this imagination, all the more, gets the upper hand of understanding. 
Hence Kant says that here “understanding is at the service of imagination, in the 
former this relation is reversed” (Ibid.). 

Treating freedom as the productivity and initiative of transcendental 
imagination (and its temporal pure image) so as to resolve the “contradiction” 
between freedom and regularity of understanding (and the intuitive experiences it 
is concerned with) surpasses the method Kant mentioned in the note in section 28 
of The Metaphysics of Morals (Part A). While contradiction is avoided by means 
of separating understanding (e.g., natural law of causality) from supersensibility 
(e.g., a being endowed with freedom), particularly excluding the time-conditions 
in a supersensible relationship in the aforementioned note; non-conceptual and 
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non-objectifiable means are used here to achieve the uniformity of the free, 
transcendental imagination and understanding, In doing so, it simultaneously 
enhances the position of transcendental imagination and at the same time also 
that of the temporal pure image. At any rate, we can see now there is 
super-intellectual function or possibility of its application in the “pure 
(productive) synthesis” of transcendental imagination. 

In that case, is the free will in the moral practices of human beings a kind of an 
a priori synthetic capacity? In relation to this, is a categorical imperative or a 
moral law expressed by human beings (such as, “do not lie!” for example) a sort 
of a priori synthetic proposition (in lieu of judgment)? More broadly speaking, is 
the fundamental principle of human beings pure practical reason2—based on the 
free will of human will attested to by moral law—an a priori synthesis? Of 
course it is. Kant answered at the least the following two questions very clearly: 
“We may call the consciousness of this fundamental law a fact of reason…but it 
[the fundamental law of the pure practical reason] forces itself on us as a 
synthetic a priori proposition” (Kant 2010, p. 31). It is said in part three of the 
Fundamental Principles of the Metaphysics of Morals, “This definition’s ‘ought 
to’ contains a synthetic a priori proposition” (Kant 1949, p. 71). Thanks to the 
reciprocal relationship between moral law and free will (Kant 2003, p. 2, Note.1), 
we may say: To Kant, a human being’s freedom is a kind of an a priori synthetic 
capacity albeit the way it works differs greatly from the understanding that takes 
its reliance on sensual perception. 

If this is the case, there must be internal connection between human freedom 
as well as the ability to follow moral law and transcendental imagination as well 
as the temporal pure image, because Kant only grants transcendental imagination 
the capacity of a priori synthesis which surpasses that of understanding while he 
does not attribute the a priori synthesis of moral laws to another kind of 
super-intellectual synthesizing capability. In this way, after we take into account 
the three major Critiques, we can basically confirm that even the so-called 
“supersensible relationship” cannot completely break free from the 
time-conditions, if the “time” or “imagination” is understood in a broader or 
deeper sense in lieu of being restricted to the “pure form of sensuous intuition” or 
the imagination that only offers “reproductive synthesis.” 

Also, we may directly “imagine” for a moment, say human beings’ freedom 
from desire or the understanding of the law of morality and the respect and 
compliance stemming from it, how can it not have the constitution of  
imagination? For instance, “ask yourself whether, if the action you propose were 
to take place by a law of the system of nature of which you were yourself a part, 
                                                   
2 Its expression is, “Behave in this way, so that the standard of your willpower will be 
considered as a generally legislative principle at any time” (Kant 2004, p. 39). 
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you could regard it as possible by your own will. Everyone does, in fact, decide 
by this rule whether actions are morally good or evil” (Kant 2010, p. 71). The 
construction of one’s consciousness of morality is through the act of imagining 
“If..., whether you could…?” Kant, after all, mentions the “imagination of moral 
law” somewhere (Ibid., p. 97) albeit in an unassuming or vague way.3 

5  Problems and Consequences of Giving Birth to a Child 
Supersensibly 

How does one understand “supersensibly creating a being endowed with 
freedom” or “parents supersensibly creating a child”? As stated above, Kant 
contends, “But the contradiction vanishes if the pure category (without a schema 
put under it) is used in the concept of creation with a morally practical and 
therefore non-sensible intent” (Kant 1996, p. 64). In other words, he hopes that 
we regard the cause and effect, namely parents and child, and their relationship 
as well, as supersensible when understanding the event of parents creating a child. 
In this way, time-conditions or schema would not be involved—cause must come 
before effect, and effect forever follows cause, and the cause-and-effect relation 
in understanding would be evaded in that “without its being able to make this 
relation of cause to effect comprehensible for theoretical purposes, since both are 
supersensible (übersinnlich)” (Ibid.). 

How does one understand supersensible parents? According to Kant’s train of 
thought, it has to be understood as “parents who have free will in moral 
practices.” As long as the parents are normal human beings, they will suffice this 
condition. The supersensibility of the child should also be thus understood. On 
this account, parents who supersensibly create the child means, seemingly, that 
only with free will can parents give birth to a child with latent free will. This 
however fails to explain the supersensibility of “giving birth to” or “creation,” 
because parents with free will may also give birth to a physical child with free 
will by their bodies out of sexual desire without utilizing free will. Even though 
the internal parts of the two sides (the free wills of parents and child) are 
supersensible, the central and key relationship between them is still in the 
temporal chain of causation. How, then, can parents give birth to a child only out 
of free will? Would you say according to categorical imperative, “Coitus without 

                                                   
3 As to whether the expression “seiner Einbildungskraft” should be translated into “the 
imagination of moral law” or “the imagination of mysticism,” deserves careful consideration. 
In L. W. Beck’s English version, nevertheless, it is translated into “the imagination of ordinary 
thinking mode” (Kant 1956, p. 74), which is surely wrong in that “gemeinen Denkungsart” is 
masculine, incompatible with “seiner.” 
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marriage is not allowed even after sexual maturity! You should not just have a 
sexual relationship and (via contraception) avoid pregnancy! Nor can you simply 
get pregnant without giving birth to a child (by means of abortion)!?” This is 
very doubtful. Such instructions are “categorical,” but will they be “imperatives” 
at the level of moral law and hence contain the unconditionality demanded by 
Kant? In Confucianism, the instructions are contextual but not exactly an 
imperative by decree of law—“A man should marry when mature, a woman 
should be married when mature”; “There are three impious acts the first of which 
is having no offspring”; “Male and female mix their seeds, and all creatures take 
shape and are born.” For Kant, who never experienced marriage or procreation, 
are they moral laws? Will he think that the unmarried men or women in 
monasteries have violated a moral law? What’s more, even if this were moral law, 
how many human parents gave birth to a child in accordance with it or out of 
such a “supersensible intention”? 

Additionally, are not parents also humans with free will, and thus possess 
some inherent rights as well? Does not the child possess merely latent free will 
shortly after birth and into its infancy? When considering the relationship of the 
rights of the parents and child, it seems that Kant sometimes forgets these key 
points and only stresses the pivotal position of child’s free will. “It is a quite 
correct and even necessary idea to regard the act of procreation as one by which 
we have brought a person into the world without his consent and on our own 
initiative (Ibid.). As a result, he, according to the facts that the child “did not 
agree” to be born by the parents, which means that child (with freedom) did not 
exercise its free will as to its birth, confirms: (1) parents bears the obligatory 
burden on the level of jurisdiction or moral law for raising the children until they 
can exercise their free will independently in that children are not common 
products but living beings endowed with freedom; (2) This rearing is just 
repaying a debt, one incurred by the parents who gave birth to the child without 
its being agreed to by her/him, which once repaid, would enable the child who 
failed to exercise free will at birth to execute her/his freedom. Then, successively, 
the two parties—parents and child––would end the original parent-child or 
family relationship before entering that of a contract between adults. In 
consequence, grown-up children do not have the legal right or moral duty to 
show requital or piety to their parents. A little one-sided, but it does makes a lot 
of sense, judgment (1) is of the belief that children are, after all, gravely different 
from other products. Judgment (2) however is virtually unreasonable. Is not the 
parent-child relation thus measured and criticized simply from the angle of 
child’s free will!? Why does the free will of parents not have any status here? Are 
human parents totally forced, without any choice either, to give birth to a child? 
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The situation is not like this. 
According to the first edition of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, human 

being’s a priori synthetic capability originated from a transcendental imagination, 
and the temporal pure image it produces. Therefore, man is a being with 
profound consciousness of the depth and length of time. This enables him/her to 
have language, memory that is longer, and capacity for preparation and variation 
that is more flexible than animals. Seen from this view, he has many choices, for 
example an ascetic who practices self-restraint, stylites abandoning their home to 
pursue a religious practice, homosexuals, one who uses contraception, those who 
have abortions since the modern time, ones who do not wish to have children, 
and so forth. In some nations, the birth rate of newborns is reduced due to the 
choice by adult men and women. Severe problems have thus emerged, which 
forces the nations to adopt policies of encouraging childbearing. On the contrary, 
policies of controlling childbearing can also play the role of reducing the 
populace, as is what happened in China where there must be an internal 
relationship between the birth of a child and the choice of parents. This is to say 
that the existence of child, in a certain sense, is really a gift bestowed by the 
parents who brought into being a life that could have not been.4 Parents could 
have chosen not to marry, not to bear a child, or to get an abortion, to etc…but 
they however did not make these choices, but opted for a series of choices that 
make the birth and growth of the child possible. According to Kant, however, 
child will not owe anything to the parents after being 20 years old when she/he 
can live by herself/himself! Is this fair? If a country and a society encouraged and 
enforced people to carry out this parent-child relation without granting additional 
rewards to the parents, the number of men and women who would like to be 
parents will greatly reduce in the long run since they can use comparisons and to 
make choices. They might prefer to waiting for the “consent from the child” that 
is forever in the time to come. On that account, maybe people would have to give 
birth to a child by means of following the moral law, which as a result, would 
lead to a greater debt owed by the child to the parents. 

The ancient Western philosopher Aristotle believes that the “father…is the 
cause of the being of child, which is the greatest gift’’ (Aristotle 1990, p. 180); 
                                                   
4 Not only some scholars who deny the moral duty of filial piety presume that parents rearing 
the child is out of their own instinct, but some scholars who intend to justify Confucian filial 
piety also agree to this presumption. For example, Prof. Li Chenyang holds, “The desire of 
producing offspring takes its root in the gene of every species in the world, or else this species 
would not exist [but human gene happens to enable man to choose whether or not to give birth 
to child—X. Zhang]. On this point, there is little, if any, difference between human and other 
species” (Li 2005, pp. 124–125). 
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“The debt that the son owes to the father can never be completely paid, so he is 
forever a debtor” (Ibid., p. 187). As was said previously, if parents cannot but 
give birth to a child under the pressure of natural law of causality (like animals’ 
intuitive desire), what a child owes to its parents might be far less. However, the 
case is not so. Even Locke, an initiator of Western modern liberalism, contends 
that, “A child is free by virtue of his father’s power and intelligence” (Locke 
1996, p. 38). When there is such an internal relationship between child’s growing 
into a free person and parents’ child-rearing, should not this process itself––being 
a procedure wherein there are various hardships, intellect, love, concern, 
etc.––win over some rights for the parents, e.g., the right to be taken care by their 
children in their old age? As is legally regulated, “foster parents” are the same as 
physical parents, which indicates that the child-rearing process itself is entitled to 
some rights, does not it? On that argument, when neither the natural relationship 
of causality nor supersensible relationship is adequate to explain the “creation of 
a being endowed with freedom,” is not the lively child-rearing procedure which 
realizes the free wills of both sides the harmonious interplaying of them? 

What needs to be added is that even Kant himself appeals to temporality, to 
enunciate parent-child relationship. Say, at the time when parents did not get the 
consent of the children, they on their own gave birth to the children; therefore, 
parents are of the inherent duty to raise the children till the time when they are 
independent mentally as well as physically; from then on, the parents no longer 
are indebted to children, nor are children to parents. If “parents giving birth to 
children” is a supersensible event with no regard to the time-conditions, why 
does time plays such a key role in illuminating this  relation? To be sure, the 
supersensible dimension does exist in the parent-child relationship, but is that 
dimension surely one totally split from sensuality? Is not transcendental 
imagination the one that produces the time of pure image which is beyond the 
sensual as well as the original source of sensuality? Moreover, during the long 
process whence parents raise children, the children keeps following the former 
and does not refuse the parents rearing along with the gradual growth of their 
age, say ten, twelve, and so on. Is there some “implicit consent” of the children 
here? 

6  Need not “Indebtedness without Consent” Be Rewarded? 

A basis of importance in the theory of Kant’s parent and child’s rights is the 
absence of the “child’s consent to be born and raised.” This is also a basis most 
frequently quoted in modern times in the West when it comes to the discussion as 
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regards this issue.5 Its meaning is: If the beneficiary has never asked the favor 
from the benefactor, the latter on this account is not entitled to ask for any reward 
from the former unless the former is willing to reward, out of kindliness. This 
influential theory has been received by some scholars with doubts, and here two 
scholars of Chinese origin, Wang Qingjie and Li Chenyang, have written articles 
respectively so as to refute it (Wang 2004, pp. 281–301; Li 2005, Chapter 5). 
Their basic viewpoints are: provided that C received important, even critical, 
lifesaving help from D without asking the latter, or D puts off the fire in C’s 
house (and thus delayed his own business) when the latter was not in it; or D 
saved C’s daughter, even C himself, from the river; under such circumstances, 
since D has presented help to C, C should not think that he is not in social or 
financial debt to D for not asking D for help. So in the time to come, C has the 
responsibility or obligation to reward D when it is possible. 

Wang Qingjie also points out: It is a false pretext that when parents give birth 
to the children, the latter did not show consent or had no voluntary choice of it 
because to ensure that the choice is true rather than false, “the real possibility of 
this choice must be presupposed” (Wang 2004, p. 283). When the child was 
conceived or born, nevertheless, there was no possibility at all as to she/he 
choosing to be born or not. To demonstrate the truth of the issue of the “child 
agreeing or not,” “we should ask in the following way: If every one of us had the 
chance, at birth, to choose between being born or the opposite, would we choose 
the former? As to the question, I think, to most people, the answer is plainly 
positive” (Ibid.). I agree as well as appreciate Mr. Wang’s sharp judgment, 
namely that “whether or not children agree to be born” is a false question or 
argument, but think the last parlance of “plainly” is questionable. This is because 
the subjunctive questioning afterwards would convert the ontological issue (to be 
or not to be?) originally pertinent to thing in itself to one of epistemology or 
axiology that is totally determined posteriori by the replier’s subjective feelings, 
even cultural and religious background. A tragic man or a man who believes in 
transmigration or nirvana would, more often than not, give a negative reply. Can 
we thus decide that they do not owe anything to their parents, be it emotional or 

                                                   
5 Take Jane English’s article, “What do Grown Children Owe Their Parents?” (English 1979, 
pp. 351–356) for example. In this article, English says, “The parental argument, ‘You [the 
child] ought to do x because we did y for you.’… If the parents’ sacrifice had been Itaken by 
the parents as] a favor, the child’s reply, ‘I never asked you to do y for me,’ would have been 
relevant.” (Ibid., p. 355). This article has aroused many discussions. Albeit Kant has early on 
already enunciated its fundamental basis of argument, the author’s new way of expressing 
it––i.e., differentiating the favor that caused the obligation debt from the friendship without 
this consequence––has aroused people’s new interest in related issues. In all the discussions, 
however, the signification of thing in itself connecting with free will elaborated by Kant fails 
to be taken into full consideration. 
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moral? Should the technology of clone develop to the extent of being able to 
copy consciousness, the issue of “agreeing to be (re)born or not” would become a 
true problem; after all, a person can really make a choice as to her/his own 
rebirth. Nonetheless, if this sort of birth were to become the mainstream of 
human birth, it would not necessarily matter what the parent-child relationship 
was, and mankind would, in this way, enter a drastically different ethical world 
from what we have now (if “ethics” should still exist). 

Of course, on the other hand, even when “agreeing to be born or not” is a false 
issue to us, that by no means demonstrates that parents should own their children 
as their belongings, wielding absolute power over them at random. It’s only that 
the nature and the limitations of the children’s natural rights should be explicated 
from another angle. That “the child did not agree to be born” and “the child is a 
being endowed with freedom” are really not effective arguments pertaining to 
this right. Its mainstream acceptance is the prevailing effect resulting from 
certain cultural living conditions, notably economic-social conditions. For 
example, if a child is just a latent rather than practical being endowed with 
freedom at birth, why can the parents not or why are they not allowed to abandon 
or even destroy the child on the level of morality or jurisdiction? If someone 
defends the argument by saying: It is because a being endowed with freedom 
takes itself as the final result, so even its latent form is of unlimited value. Then 
we may ask: Is a fertilized ovum conceived by a pregnant woman is also a latent 
form of a being endowed with freedom? If so is it (or she/he) also entitled to not 
being abandoned or destroyed? When an eight-month ovum old is entitled to this 
right, is the same case for that of a one month, one day, even one minute old 
ovum? Still further, ova and sperms remaining to enter the procedure of 
pregnancy are also latent beings endowed with freedom, will contraception, on 
this account, be immoral even illegal? And so on and so forth. 
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