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Book Review 

The Return of Morality In Liberalism 

The Missing Child In Liberal Theory 
By John O’Neill’s 
University of Toronto Press. 1994. 136 pages, 14.95 (Can) 

Liberals have been fleeing the high grounds of morality in fear of the arch- 
conservative forces of the self-proclaimed moral “majority”. In wake of 
this moral retreat, liberals have embraced the language and values of the 
market economy, albeit a kinder gentler one. Children have been redefined 
as market goods, or part of the social infrastructure, that we must invest in. 
John O’Neill’s new essay, The Missing Child In Liberal Theory, is an at- 
tempt to reintroduce morality to liberal discourse. His essay is based on a 
critique of the “duty-fee society” created by global market economies. 
O’Neill believes that in the face of these new economic realities, the wel- 
fare state needs to be redefined in terms of a covenant which places social 
responsibilities for communities, families and children at the forefront of 
the social compact. 

The author’s critique stems from his analysis of the limitations of the 
liberal contract paradigm, which, he argues, is based on a notion of a so- 
cial contract between “rational utilitarians [who are] disembodied, degen- 
dered, and unrestrained by family” (p. 15). He maintains that the primary 
contract of liberal democracy is to provide the needed supports for free 
market competition. Children are reduced to being the starting points in 
the competitive race of the market place, and the concept of equity is re- 
duced to the fiction of the level playing field. Likewise, the function of 
family is limited to providing the market with productive citizens. Under- 
lying the free market contract, O’Neill identifies a “sub-contract of liberal 
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democracy (that) entails that public issues be rendered private troubles” 

(P.19). 
The privatization of children and families reflects a view of a duty-free 

society where the concepts of civic responsibility are limited to debates 
about the role of the state in meeting the needs of marginalized children 
and families. While the concept of family is central to the current political 
discourse, the concept is limited to two market-dependent views opposing 
a liberal model of family supported by a residual social safety net to a 
conservative model of church-based family values. At its best, the residual 
safety net offers a limited array of professionalized social and therapeutic 
services to the most damaged children in an attempt to shore up the social 
capital required to underwrite the market economy. Unfortunately, this 
model “is in danger of exhausting the social capital, much as industriali- 
zation threatens to exhaust the natural environment” (p. 13). O’Neill 
maintains that the true costs of maintaining the social capital cannot be 
taken into consideration in the market based equations of liberal theory. 

O’Neill believes that we need to develop a covenant paradigm, which 
brings individuals, communities and the state together in a shared civic 
culture. The “covenant of care” that he calls for goes beyond a mere ex- 
tension of the welfare state. It is based on a rejection of liberal individu- 
alism, in favour of an unconditional (as opposed to contractual) civic 
commitment, similar to the unconditional care a parent provides to a child. 
O’Neill argues that this commitment must be based on a concept of inter- 
generational and intragenerational reciprocity, where our sense of self is 
inextricably connected to the stranger, the ancestor and the newborn. This 
covenant of care requires a new welfare state based on civic institutions 
that reflect a sense of shared reciprocity, rather than a mere sense of char- 
ity. A sustainable society requires civic institutions that fully “underwrite 
the life chances of all families, children and youth” (p. 31). While the 
costs of a sustainable society may appear to be difficult to justify in a 21st 
century global economy, O’Neill warns that the alternative is a gradual 
return to the cave: 

“What we lose in the new combination of duty-free globalism 
and postmodem amoralism in any memory-let alone imagina- 
tion-of the civic commons apart from which society falls into a se- 
ries of fortresses surrounded by hovels. Lit only by the light of tele- 
vision, rather than by an alternative theatre of hope and justice that 
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has carried human history through the darkest hours, our homes be- 
come caves “(p.91). 

While O’Neill’s essay provides many inspirational passages in its call 
for a new civic morality, its impact is limited by confusion over its in- 
tended audience. The book is not a comprehensive enough theoretical 
treatise to inspire new debate in political philosophy, nor does it attempt 
to address the social and economic issues that are likely to interest 
economists and social scientists. Yet the writing remains too complex to 
be accessible to policy makers and service providers who are struggling 
with the current demise of the welfare state. O’Neill’s book also lacks a 
clear articulation of the specific features of a civic society. Beyond a spir- 
ited critique of individualism in the duty-free society, the author does not 
offer examples of what a more caring society would look like. The reader 
is left with a vague sense of a combination of a nostalgic appeal to an ide- 
alized pre-industrial past and a futuristic appeal to a socialist brotherhood. 

The book also fails to address the key question of whose morality will 
make up the new covenant. While many will support O’Neill’s call for 
eradicating child poverty, his critique of the “individualizing ideologies” 
of pro-choice “bourgeois feminists”(p.48) provides an important reminder 
of the major limitation of morally based social compacts: the lack of con- 
sensus on the rules of the moral code. In the end, O’Neill’s book leaves 
the reader who has the determination to labour through its hermetic style 
with many challenging questions but no definitive answers. 
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