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Abstract

In this essay I will ask if getting marxried and
remaining married are rational things for a reflective
person to do. I will limit my discussion to marriage
within the western tradition. Most people in this
tradition marry at some point in their lives. When they
do, they are wusually thought to be doing something
worthwhile. Yet all too many marriages endg in
disappointment and divorce. So ig it rational for us to
choose to bind ourselves to another person in perpetuity
in this way?

To answer this guestion, I will begin by examining
the sociocbiological thesis which claims that human beings
are gene-governed to pair bond. If this is correct, it
night be thought that it explains the practice of
marriage. However I will show that one implication of
sociobiology is that, given this thesis, wmonogamous
marriage goes against our natural inclinations; while
pair bonding may be natural to us, exclusive palr bonding
for life is not. _

I will go on to discuss the fact that monogamous
heterosexual marriage is part of the traditional mores in
western, Christian societies. The main reasons given in
the past to support this tradition are that marriage
provides a safe framework in which a couple’s sexual
needs can be met; it is the best setting for the
procreation and rearing of children: and it provides
couples with residential and economic advantages which
are not open to non-marrieds. I show that there are good
argunents for thinking that these reasons do not apply
with quite the same forge-taoday. So we are still faced
with our guestion: is it .ra¥itnal for a couple to choose
to marry? o

There 1is, however, a more positive side to my
account. For I will point out that even today when a
couple choose to marry they believe that their marriage




will be a good one and thereby bhoth of them will lead
happy lives. I will then identify some of the conditions
which are necessary for the concept of ‘a good marriage’
to apply to a relationship and which are presumably
conditions which guide most people’s decisions in this
natter. I will argue, firstly, that to be in a good
marriage the couple must have strong affectional bonds,
they must regard each other as best friends and en‘joy an
appropriate level of intimacy with one another. Next,
they must want to share important segments of their lives
with one another:; and, most importantly, they must wish
to demonstrate their commitment to each other by publicly
making legally binding vows. I will go on to show that
generally we think that a very important (yet contingent)
feature that is likely to be a by~product of a marriage,
where all of these conditions are met, is a distinctive
form of happiness.

However some writers believe that marriage does not
bring happiness. I will investigate de Beauvoir’s claim
along these lines, to the effect that it is not merely
irrational but that it is not morally right for a woman
Lo marry. In a nutshell, the reasons she gives for
claiming this are, firstly, that such. a relationship
necessarily entails the subordination of one spouse to
the other - usually the woman to her husband. Secondly,
a spouse (usually the woman) who remains at home to do
the housework and childrearing foregoes transcendence,
i.e. the growth of herself as a person. Thirdly, the
sexual relationship between a husband and wife cannot be
satisfactory since in marriage sex is a duty and thereby
all sexual spontaneity must be lost.

It might be supposed that most present day marriages
do not encounter the kinds of problems that de Beauvoir
identifies; after all she was writing 50 years ago.
However I show firstly that the substance of de
Beauvoir’s attack on marriage is philosophical. Given
what we know about human nature, she argues, the
institution of marriage will always contain these
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irremediable flaws. I will also show that most recent
attacks on marriage by other feminists are simply
footnotes to de Beauvoir’s seminal work. Alongside this,
I will offer a range of empirical data to show that the
conventions and practices she criticized then, remain in
essence the same flaws that we find in marriage today.

In response to these condemnations of traditional
marriage I will argue against de Beauvoir that it is
possible to have a marital relationship in which neither
spouse dominates the other. I will identify and discuss
a democratic (egalitarian) form of relationship based
upon a mutual respect the partners have for each other in
a good marriage. I will then show that as de Beauvoir
contends, any person whose life is exclusively confined
to housework and childrearing will not find
transcendence. However I will argue that in a good
marriage there 1s no reason for a person to have his or
her life so confined. Lastly, I will argue against de
Beauvoir that there are no a priori reasons for sex in
marriage to be bad or unsatisfactory.

From the discussion above it will be seen that the
striking feature of thi=z thesis is an account of ‘a gcod
marriage’ which presumably reflective individuals have in
nind when the%choose to marry. In addition to the
conditions already noted, this concept  entails
importantly that within the relationship both partners
must enjoy a sense of their own autonomy; secondly that
they define themselves through their creative projects;
and thirdly they have satisfactory sexual experiences
within the marriage. I will go on to point out that a
further important necessary condition for a good marriage
iz that the outlook of a person upon marrying needs to be
transformed. I will argue that if these conditions are
met a couple are behaving rationally {(and morally) by
getting married or remaining married. However, a less
welcome result is that given my account, many couples
have bad marriages.
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A PHILOSOPHICAL TINVESTIGATION OF MARRIAGE

Introduction

The overwhelming majority of British people get
married and a large part of their adult life is spent in
the setting of marriage. Some marry once, others marry
two or even three times. Clearly, whatever the duration
or style of their marital relationship, they participate
in a very popular and pervasive tradition. (I will
confine my discussion to marriage within western
Christian culture.?')

Upon getting married, all couples formally assent to
the legal marriage contract. By signing this contract,
anong other things they agree to engage in an exclusive
sexual relationship with each other; they agree to
support any children which may result from their union:
and they agree to mutually support each other in a shared
life together. Moreover there is a lot of empirical
evidence to show that even nowadays by far the majority
of married people expect to remain faithful to their
spouse throughout their married 1life; they expect to
perform the traditional duties of a father and mother in
the nurture of their children; and they expect to follow
the traditional division of labour within their marriage
{althouch some devise their own distinctive kind of
relationship).?

Most people probably do not give much thought to the
rationality of what they are doing when they get married.
There are many reasons for this. We are creatures of
passion, for one thing. Many of our decisions in this
context derive from emotion or sentiment rather fron
reason. For another, we are often less actors than
reactors in this matter. We let ourselves be unduly
influenced by others, or by the traditional expectations
of the society in which we have been raised. In my
thesis I will ask if getting married and remaining
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married is a rational thing for a person to do. My
general argument will be that it is only indisputably
rational if one’s marriage meets certain conditions;
those conditions necessary for what I will call ‘a good
marriage’.

It might be doubted that a philosophical discussion
could establish what is to count as ‘a good marriagef.
For one thing, my opponent might say, people will always
differ from each other in their beliefs about what nakes
a marriage good or bad. Moreover this seems to be
primarily an empirical matter whereas vphilosophical
analysis is uswally considered to be an a priori
undertaking, the search for necessary and sufficient
conditions which determine the correct application of a
concept or meaning of a term; (although this is not its
only task of course). S0 how can a philosophical
investigation illuminate such an issue?

I hope to show that an account of many of the
important necessary conditions of ‘a good marriage’ can
be given. I will do this by bringing together two
seemingly incompatible sets of conditions. These are, on
the one hand, a set of assumptions about the worthwhile
nature of marriage that we find in our normative
tradition, like ‘being in a loving relationship with a
close friend or soulmate’, or of “‘sharing a Joint
identity with someone we love’. On the other hand, there
are a set of assumptions which are thought to be
necessary for a person to live a satisfactory life, like
‘having a strong sense of their own autonomy’ and of
‘experiencing personal growth?’ and of ‘having
satisfactory sexual relationships’ which seem to be
antithetical to the normative tradition. I will argue
however that all the above disparate conditions are
necessary for ‘a good marriage’.

It might be objected also that even if they have a
good marriage, there is bound to be disagreement about
whether or not getting married or remaining married is a

E
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rational thing for a couple to do. Following de Beauvoir
(1988), many feminists insist that it is quite
irrational, particularly for a woman, to marry. They
maintain that in such a relationship the woman must lose
her freedom. This point (and many others) is equally
relevant to men as well when they marry. This loss of
freedom has at least two aspects to it. Firstly, when
they are married, their new mutual obligations - e.g.
being the main breadwinner or the housewife - entail a
limit to the kind of freedom each is likely to have
previously enjoyed as a single person. Before they can
do many of the things they might want teo do, they have to
consider the perhaps different preferences, wants and
interests of another individual as well as their own.
There is a second more serious restriction on freedom.
De Beauvoir (1988:483) c¢laims, in any marriage a
dominant/subordinate power relationship is unavoidable.
This in turn wusually means that the wife will be
dominated by her husband (though in some cases she may
try to dominate him). This unsatisfactory power
relationship is manifest in the traditional marriage,
where the husband is regarded as the head of the house.
When there are major decisions to be made, it is expected
that he will be the final authority. In which case, his
wife is no longer responsible for her own choices; her
husband determines many of the important aspects of her
everyday life. Why would a rational person opt for this
kind of constraint on her autonomy?

De Beauvolr and other writers alsc add that in such
a relationship a woman must sacrifice her opportunity for
intellectual or aesthetic growth., For as a wife she will
have certain demarcated gender roles. She is expected to
do the shopping, cocking and cleaning; if and when they
have children, as their mother, she must take the (major)
responsibility for them. Even if both partners are in

paid employment outside the home, she is expected to be
the primary caretaker of the children. As a result, in
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such a relationship a woman sacrifices her intellectual
and creative development to the tiresome routine of
nmarried l1life. We need to ask, once again, would a
rational person opt for this kind of deprivation?

A last set of problems to which de Beauvoir and
other feminists draw our attention concerns the sexual
relationship within marriage. Marriage begins with the
wedding ceremony. In this ceremony, the bride and groom
make a solemn, public and legally bhinding vow to give
exclusive sexual rights to their partner for as long as
they live. We seem to think that the pledge ‘to forsake
all others’ is of greater importance than many of the
other promises we give or receive in the marriage vows.
Marriage, then, is deemed to be an exclusive, lifelong
sexual commitment. The problem is that very often we
find that this does not work out. For one reason, it is
unlikely that the original, spontaneous thrill of the sex
act will last. But once the initial enthusiasm has worn
off, woulén’t it be more rational for each of them to try
to recapture sexual excitement with other partners and
then the whole exhilarating process could take place
again? Rather than make vows to live together in a
monotonous sexual marital relationship, why shouldn‘t a
rational person try to enjoy as many brief and thrilling
love affairs as possible?

I need to make one last introductory remark. it
might be objected that nowadays things are nothing like
as bad for married women as they used to be at the time
de Beauvoir was writing. Conventions and rules
concerning housework, mothering, and the like, are far
less demanding both in their extent and in the firmness
with which they are enforced. Nevertheless, I will
nention a variety of empirical data which suggests that
many roles and conventions of the traditional kind still

do remain. Although they do not force married women to
submit to the authority of their husbands, they still
create an asymmetry of status, power and dependence




between most married couples.

The above are some of the more important problems
that I will be discussing in this essay. In response to
them, I suggested earlier that in a good marriage the
difficulties we have noted, do not arise. Hence we
cannot decide one way or another about the rationality of
marriage until we have made an attempt to work out a
substantial theory of ’'a good marriage‘. I will now
outline the structure of my essay in more detail.

In Chapter One I will consider a sociobiological
account of pair bonding in which it is claimed that
lasting monogamy is natural for human beings and that
traditional family values are in our genes. The
sociobiological thesis also purports to identify the
underlying causes of our falling in love, our choice of
a partner, and of our sustaining the love relationship.
In a nutshell, they claim that due +to our Ilong
evolutionary history as hunter~gatherers our feelings of
love are innately directed (‘/gene-governed’) towards
someone with whom we are likely to successfully reproduce
our genes. I hope to show that one implication of this
thesis - especially for men but also for women -~ is that
on the sociobiologist’s account, while pair bonding is
natural, exclusive pair bonding for life is not. our
natures appear to incline us towards having indefinitely
many sexual relationships. If this 1is the case, the
theory seens to imply a repudiation of the institution of
monaogamous marriage.

In Chapter Two, I look at a different explanation of
marriage, namely, the claim that marriage is part of our
social conditioning. From early childhood we are made
aware that marriage plays a major role in the lives of
nost men and women. Furthermore we are persuaded that
when a couple marry they are deing something worthwhile:
and we think that those who have a long and happy

marriage have something really worth having. I consider

three important claims that are commonly used to justify
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the worthwhile nature of marriage. Firstly, it provides
the framework in which a couple’s sexual needs can be
legitimately met. Secondly, it is the best setting for
the procreation and rearing of children. Thirdly, it
provides the spouses with many economic and residential
advantages, I will argue that for many reasons, nowadays
most of these clains no longer have the same force that
they might have had in the past. 8o we will need other
arguments to support the (alleged) value of marriage in
present times. Are there any good reasons which apply
today for getting married, or are there good reasons by
virtue of which we should still regard marriage as
worthwhile?

In Chapter Three, I argue that there are certain
general conditions - like having a close friend, or a
soulmate, or being in a relationship with someone we love
and with whom we wish to forge a joint identity - which
even today count as good reasons for the decision to
marry; morecover I c¢laim that these conditions need to be
met in a relationship if it is to count as a good
marriage, At the same time, I note that such
requirements could also be met in a long-term pair
bonding relationship between non-marrieds. I go on to
discuss two further conditions - a legal commitment to
another person and a type of happiness within marriage -
which are distinctive to the marital relationship and
which are part and parcel of the idea of a good marriage.

in Chapter Four, I outline the three major
indictments directed at marriage (as we have discussed it
thus far). Firstly, de Beauvoir’s c¢laim that in
marriage, one or other of the couple - in a traditional
marriage it is the woman - must lose their autonomy due
to the subordinate power relationship they must have with
their spouse. Secondly, the claim that a woman nmust
sacrifice her intellectual and creative development due
to her reole of housewife and mother in the marital home.
Thirdly, the claim that bad sexual experiences are an
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inevitable feature of married life. In the light of
this, de Beauvoir thinks that it is not only irrational
but immoral for a woman to marry. For the woman who
marries not only elects to be oppressed, non-creative and
gexually frustrated herself, she reinforces an
institution that for these same reasons oppresses all
women.

In Chapter Five, I investigate the power
relationship in traditional marriages in which the
husband is ‘head of the household’ and his wife is
subordinate to him. As the head of the household, we
noted, the husband will expect to be ultimately
responsible for the major decisions that affect both of
them, like where they will live, the kind of lifestyle
they will have, and so on. The question I ask in this
chapter is: does marriage entail a relationship like
this? And if it doesn’t, should we - as some
philoscophers maintain - want a relationship like this?
I argue that a quite different, more equitable 1link
between husband and wife is possible and is needed for a
good marriage.

In Chapter 8ix, I consider the claim that being a
housewife and & mother - or at least having the
responsibility for the housework and the children - are
stereotypical gender roles that a woman, rather than a
man, must perform in marriage. I ask which of our gender
roles in marriage, if any, are necessary? More
importantly, if they have to be a wife’s or husband’s
function, what exactly is wrong with such roles?
Secondly, I discuss the c¢laim that no matter how equal
she 1is with her partner, being a mother and housewife
impairs a wmarried woman’s intellectual growth, her
creative projects ~ her transcendence. I argue for a
married woman to enjoy a sense of intellectual or
creative growth will depend importantly on her not
regarding herself exclusively (or even mainly) as a wife

and mother. I argue that this too is a feature of a good
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marriage.

In Chapter Seven, I deal with the claim that the
sexual relationship between a married couple must change
from (what begins as) an erotic relationship -~ a
‘spontaneous thrilling event’ -~ into an insipid,
passionless one; and the view that a satisfactory sexual
relationship ¢an only be achieved with a series of
different sexual partners. If this 1is so, the
requirement of fidelity in marriage is bound to result in
sexual discontent. However I show that this is not a
price that a married person must pay. I investigate also
the other feminist indictment of sex within marriage,
namely, that it gives the husband a legal right to have
sexual intercourse with his wife, This seems to legally
entitle him to sexually harass and (until recently in
Britain anyway) even tc rape his wife. I argue that this
is not merely most people’s idea of a bad sexual
relationship, it is antithetical to the idea of a good
marriage.

In Chapter Eight, drawing on some of the conclusions
from our earlier discussion, I argue that for a married
relationship to be regarded as ‘a good marriage’ further
conditions (other than those put forward in Chapter
Three) need to be met; we need a sense of autonomy and
personal growth within the relationship. Furthermore,
for a good marriage, an often overlooked condition is
required which relates to the transformation of outlook
of the person who ig married. Lastly, I argue that
insofar as they meet these conditions in their marital
relationship both partners are behaving perfectly
rationally and morally by getting married and remaining
married. The problems associated with marriage nowadays
lie in the gap between the ideal and the practice.




Chapter One
Is monogamy natural?

A man and a woman may fall in love. They both may
think that their partner is the ‘one and only’ mate for
them; they may make deep and personal commitments to one
another. And they may decide to get married. But what
is the basis for their reciprocal attraction in the first
place? Why do they fall in love with one particular
person rather than another? And why should they expect
to remain loving each other in marriage ‘till death do us
part’? '

Some philosophers suggest that an adequate answer to
these questions can be given along sociobiological lines.,®
According to this theory, human beings are a pair bonding
species, lasting monogamy 1is natural for us and certain
family values are in our genes. If this is the case, we
seem to have an explanation of some of the practices
concerning love and marriage which a person, rational or
otherwise, cannot avoid. 1In this chapter however, I hope
to show that lasting monogamy is not implied by the
sociobiological thesis. On the contrary, an implication
of this theory is that our natures incline us to
indefinitely many such relationships. Furthermore I will
show that there is a problem with the sociobiologist’s
view of love in a palr bond. I will argue that this
approach cannot account for the complexity of our
experiences of love or the value we place on certain
aspects of this emotion. I will begin by making a few
general remarks concerning the sociobiological account.

Sociobiological account of love

Sociobiologists believe that important forms of
behaviour are inherited through the genes, (much like the
way one inherits eye colour or hair texture).® The reason
for such behaviour having a genetic link is simply that

b e e
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it has proved to be advantageous for a species’ survival
throughout eveclution. For example, in an environment
with many predators an animal who was vigilant and agile
stood a better chance of surviving than one who was slow
and sluggish. Over a long period of evolutionary time
such forms of behaviour then become ¢genetically encoded
in the population of a species since they contribute to
their fitness and survival.® The same reasoning is
applied +to human beings and their complex social
behaviour.

Sociobiologists maintain that the behaviour of human
beings cannot be adequately understood in isolation from
other species.® We are one social species among many in
the evolutionary range. As Wilson (1978:32) writes:

The heart of the genetic hypothesis is the
proposition...that the traits of human nature
were adaptive during the time that the human
species evolved and that genes conseguently
spread through the population that predisposed
their carriers to develop those traits.®
It is postulated that our intelligence, interests,
emotions and species~specific patterns of social
interaction are all the evolutionary residue of the
success of homo sapiens 1in the pre~historic hunter-
gathering adaptation.® In effect, modern human beings
carry essentially the same genetic heritage as early
human beings.’ Once we recognize this we must also
accept, firstly, that like any organism our genes are the
important causal factor behind most of our natural
drives, capacities, attitudes, and other behaviour and
secondly, that natural selection operates over human
beings as it does over all living things.

0f course no sociobiologist wants to claim that our
genes determine every fleeting thought that we happen to
have or every action we perform. The DNA does not
contain sufficient information for that. The genes have
to act by proxy (so to speak); they lay down the basic
appetites and desires within us which prompt us to choose
and act in +this or in +that way. Nor do most
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sociobiologists want to argue that the desires and
promptings laid down by our genes are all powerful. We
are evolutionarily equipped with a useful ability to
override even the most urgent drives. Thus a hunger
striker can override one of his most basic and vital
drives, the desire for food; whilst watching a play, a
theatre-goer can remain silent and motionless even though
feeling cramped and restraining herself from coughing; or
a husband may be moved by his sexual drive to have an
extra-marital affair but nonetheless resolve not to
stray. At the same time, however, the sociobiologist
could point out that it 1is statistically highly
improbable that a person will starve himself to death and
that it is very 1likely that the theatre-goer will be
irked by the very strong urge to cough and that the
incidence of male infidelity is wvery high. While they
may not be omnipotent, our natural drives and desires
appear to be very powerful.

The second important point we noted concerned
natural selection. According to the sociobiclogist, we
must accept that in human beings (as in all animal life)
through natural selection, genes which are advantageocus
for reproductive success are carried into the next
generation., To summarize the process: we start with a
population that has a particular distribution of genes in
which children will have a greater genetic resemblance to
their parents than to other individuals. Generally the
offspring who then survive and reproduce will be those
who are more effective in gaining access to critical
resources ~ food, shelter, clean water, etc. As a result
of this differential survival, the genetic structure of
the population will change over time and the individuals
within it will be better adapted. Particular genes
survive because the behaviour (or characteristics)
produced by them is advantageous to the individual and
enables it to compete successfully.® Those who have the
maximal conditions for reproductive success in the
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original population are likely toc be better represented
than those who have not.

Sociobiocloglists go on to claim that - as in all
other animals - the drive to transmit our genes into the
next generation is an ultimate goal of the behaviour of
human beings.® It may be that some individuals override
this drive but again, this 1is not statistically
significant. The vast majority of human beings behave in
this way:; they have a natural drive to pass on their
genes intc the next generation. It follows also that
like all living things, we have a natural drive to behave
in ways which are required to obtain the reproductive
advantage necessary for the desired gcal; we act so that
we will attract a mate who is likely to maximize the
genetic fitness of our offspring.

Onc¢e again, this does not mean that every act is
directly pursued with this end in mind. For example, we
drink when we are thirsty, we sleep when we are tired;
quenching our thirst and sleeping do not seem to
contribute directly to our obtaining reproductive
advantage. However most sociobiologists would maintain
that states like thirst or tiredness are the proximate
causes of behaviour, not an ultimate cause of it. They
would say that we drink and sleep to maintain
physiological homeostasis, for this in turn contributes
to our genetic fitness.' The adaptive significance of
behaviour, thus, should be understood in terms of
ultimate, not proximate causes. Or to put the point in
a different way: proximate causes are the immediate
elements which are generally responsible for a particular
response. They should be understood and explained,
nonetheless, in terms of reproductive advantage. As
Barash (1982:28-29) writes:

.».ultimate causes are the evolutionary
elements which bestow selective advantage on
particular proximate mechanisms.

The more simple an organism, the bigger the role of

the nltimate cause, i.e. the transmission of genes to the
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next generation; the more complex an organism, the larger
the part played by proximate causes. Thus it is assumed,
guite reasonably, that ultimate causes played a more
dominant and direct role in the (presumably) less complex
conduct and lifestyles of our ancestors. In the distant
hunter-gathering past, individuals would have been nmore
likely to have acted directly 1in a way that would
maximize their genetic fitness -~ to transmit thelir genes
into the future - whether or not they were aware of the
actual consequences of their sexual behaviour. As a
result, the number of pregnancies a woman had would have
been much higher throughout this period. But without the
aid of modern medicine and sanitation, the population
would have been kept in check by high rates of
miscarriage, infant mortality, and so on. Like other
living things, every natural thought, feeling or action
of our human ancestors was connected in some way to his
or her gaining the reproductive advantage necessary to
successfully transmit his or her genes into the next
generation. Thus feelings of lust, no less than the sex
organs, are with us today because they aided reproduction
directly. Similarly our every shifting attitude towards
a mate or prospective mate - warmth, trust, suspicion,
iciness, revulsion -~ is best explained in terns of the
potency of natural selection that remains in us today
because in the past they led to behaviours that helped
spread our Jgenes. At the very least, the otherwise
inexplicable thoughts and feelings we have are best
understood in these terns.

Even 1if we believe that our actions are causally
determined in the way propecsed, one of the many
objections that might be raised is that surely the
developrment of any organism depends upon nurture as well
as nature. It depends, for instance, upon when and where
we were bornmn. Thus a c¢uite general but significant
determining factor of our sexual behaviour is the fact

that we are born and raised at a given point in history.
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We are not, for instance, reared in 200 BC without the
influences of film, television, books, magazines, and
reliable methods of contraception. Had we been, how we
think, behave, and the attitudes we have to members of
the opposite gender would have been significantly
different. Further, even if people are born at the same
point in time, their bhehaviour varies significantly due
to the particular geographical and cultural circumstances
in which they are born. Different cultures have quite
different attitudes towards gender relationships. These
are part of the traditions and customs which people
absorb from their early social enviromment; parents
transmit such beliefs and attitudes to their children as
do other individuals (teachers, religious figures, role
models, peers). As a result, there can be no doubt that
our adult beliefs, attitudes and conduct are
significantly influenced by them. The point is: our
social institutions and customs can significantly affect
our behaviour towards one another.

If this is correct then genes alone do not appear to
nltimately determine all types of behaviour. There nust
be at least an interplay between our genes and our social
environment. The general point can be made in a
different way. If the sociobiologist is correct and
genes ultimately govern all of our behaviour, wouldn’t we
expect to find a conformity in the traditions and
behaviour of all people, irrespective of their culture?
But we do not appear to find this. So how is ‘the
(unconscious) drive to transmit our genes’ an ultimate
cause of our beliefs and conduct?

Wilson’s answer (1978:18) to this question is:

Each person is molded by an interaction of his

environment, especially his cultural
environment, with the genes that affect social
behavior.

We all have the same hard-wired, evolutionary selected,
environmentally stable, ultimate drives. We noted that
‘maintaining physiological homeostasis’ (nutrition,

os Lm0 eatd aden o X2,
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warmth, sleep, etc.), ‘attracting mates who are likely to
maximize genetic fitness’, are examples of these. In
service of these ultimate drives, we have very many more
environmentally labile, proximate drives. As a result,
there can be diverse cultures without there being
underlying genetic differences. Each culture gives
expression to the same fundamental human drives but in

different ways.™

On the other hand, a practice that runs
directly counter to what is wired into us by our genes is
unlikely to last or to be widely adopted. A prehistoric
forebear who lacked feelings of lust, for example, would
have been discarded by natural selection.

Thus we can distinguish between the universal
genetic hard-wire and the variety of ways in which this
can be expressed. Or to make the point in a different
way: our basic genetic structure places definite limits
on the range of possible human c¢ultures there can be. As
Lumsden and Wilson (1981:13) write:

. . .genetic natural selection operates in such
a way as to kKeep culture on a leash.*?
If this dis correct then differences, even wide
differences, in the attitudes and behaviour of people in
different societies are quite compatible with the
sociobiologist’s theory. At the same time, all behaviour
has its ultimate cause in the genetic structure.

Let us now turn to the way these general aspects of
sociobiological theory apply to the guestions concerning
love and marriage that we noted at the start of the
chapter. Sociobiologists maintain that we have a natural
tendency to become physically and emotionally attached to
just one other individual, or to use their phrase, we
‘pair bond’.* Pair bonding is a congenital pre-
disposition in most primates; most animals bond and some
animals bond for life. It has endured over evolutionary
time because it is a relationship that is favourable to
successful reproduction. Thus like other animals, human
beings pair bond for the purposes of reproduction.**

ST 2 I S U
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However unlike females of most other primate species who
are only sexually active at the time of ovulation, female
homo sapiens are continuocusly sexually responsive. It is
this constant openness to a sexual relationship that
sustains the pair bond in human beings; frequent sex,
Wilson (1978:140~141) claims, is the main tool by which
the humah pair bond is maintained. It keeps the male
attracted to the female.

Surely, we want to respond, usually human beings do
not have sexual intercourse -~ or even freguent sex
{whether or not they are in a long-term pair bond) -
merely in order to have diversity in reproduction. Among
other things, we do it for pleasure! However the
sociobiologist can deal with this. Because of the
pleasure to be obtained from sexual activity, they would
respond, human beings are keen to indulge in it. This
enhances reproductive success in two ways:; frequent sex
is likely to lead to successful mating, and it sustains
the pair bond which, as we shall see, is needed for the
rearing of children. A great many of the particular
pleasures found in human sexual activity, €.g. kissing,
fondling, are to be thought of as reinforcers that
evolution (if we may personify it) has given us to
facilitate pair bonding. Such pleasures ensure the
success of the pair bond. Wilson (1978:140) explains the
connection succinctly:

...most of the pleasures of human sex
constitute primary reinforcers tc facilitate
bonding.

This seems to give us a clue for the causal
explanation to our earlier query. The phenomenon of
’falling in love’ - where, as we noted, it appears that
two people of the opposite gender meet and are
inexplicably drawn to each other - might be accounted for
along sociobioclogical lines. When we talk about two
people experiencing an inexplicable attraction for each
other, or of ’‘sexual chemistry’ or of ‘animal magnetism’
which pulls them together (as if they have no will of
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their own), we can begin to explain this attraction in
terms of the instinctive response of each of the couple
to find someone with whom they can transmit their genes
into the next generation.

But if this is all there is to it, why not mix our
genes as early as possible with scomeone closely related
to us? After all, in almost gll families there are other
nales or females. Why not transmit our genes with them?
Wilson’s response (1978:198) is that

...a correct application of evelutionary theory

also favours diversity in the gene pool as a

cardinal value.
Wwhy should we naturally mix our genes with someone
unrelated to us? The sociobiclogist suggests that it is
a device which encourages diversity or ‘out-breeding’.'®
It forces children to leave their own family structure in
search of a mate. This results in a richer variety in
their progeny’s gene pool; and the more dJdiverse the
combination of genes, the more genetically fit he or she
is likely to be. On the other hand, the mating of close
kin typiecally preduces children that are substantially
less genetically fit. Inbreeding results in a higher
proportion of homozygous genes which are manifest in
certain inherited diseases.*®

Why this rather than that partner

The next question we need to ask is: why do we fall
in love (or transmit our genes) with this particular
individual rather than that and why do we sgsustain the
love relationship with them? The sociobiologist
maintains +that we are (somehow) aware that our
reproductive success depends largely on our choice of a
partner.” This is to say, the brains of both males and
females are gene-governed to look for partners that are
most likely to provide them with offspring who will
ensure the survival of their genes.*® How do they do
this?

It seems that the genders are guite different in
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this regard. It is claimed that there are two selection
strategies which the female naturally adopts, those of
‘he-man’ and ‘domestic bliss’.** She has a gene-governed
urge to find certain physical traite in advance of
committing herself sexually to a male, for she needs to
join her genes with those of a male who will strengthen
her chances for reproductive success. Thus she
instinctively adopts the ‘he-man’ strategy. When she
seeks a mate for ‘qualitative fertilization’?* she looks
for a robust, clever mate whose genes may bode well for
the offspring’s robustness and cleverness. This is to
say, she will be sexually and emotionally drawn towards
a good-looking male who is markedly above average
intelligence; a mate who will enhance her offspring’s
chance to reach maturity and then for the offspring in
turn to achieve reproductive success.

The other strategy that a female naturally adopts is
fdomestic bliss®.? She instinctively tries to find a
mate who will be faithful and persevering in advance of
committing herself sexually to him. The explanation of
this is that human females (as with all of the larger
primates) have limited opportunities for reproducing and
their biology is such that the reproductive process is
long and physically arduous. She has to undergo a long
confinement in order to give birth and then the newly
born infant is +totally dependent on her for food,
shelter, clothing, for many more years. So she needs to
attract a male who is most 1likely to cooperate in
parental care until their offspring reaches maturity; a
mate who will contribute food, clothing and shelter as
well as assist in the rearing of the child.** Ideally he
will also be someone with the (economic) means to provide
protection and material comfort for herself and their
of fspring. Thus she will be attracted to a (uesually
older) male who has power or social status. Women, then,
have two instinctive strategies; they naturally are
attracted to a mwate who 1is sexually robust and
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intelligent, and to one with wealth and status.

It might be objected that the appeal of rich or
powerful men might have been a natural tendency in the
past but would lose its strength as more and more women
enter the professional workforce and can better afford to
base their marital decisions on something other than a
man‘’s income or status. But, according to the
sociobiologist, we are dealing with deep-rooted causes,
not merely conscious calculations. To stress this
important point: out of the few million years that human
beings have existed, 99% of this time has been spent in
hunter-gathering societies.® As Wilson (1978:34) writes:

...most of the genetic evolution of human
social behaviour occurred over the five million
yvears prior to civilization, when the species
consisted of sparse, velatively immobile
populations of hunter-gatherers.
This long period of existing in a hunter-—-gathering way of
life has firmly established certain behaviours in the
gene pool, As a result, a modern woman has a gene-
governed urge to choose a powerful male (etc.), the genes
for which have been naturally selected because they are
conducive to the successful rearing of children who will
thenselves later mate.

Of course a modern woman can be aware that she is
driven to look for such features in a mate. She can be
aware of her drive to find a robust mate with ‘good’
genes and that she seeks a male who will assist her in
the process of childbearing and rearing. In which case
her conscious calculations coilncide with her natural
drives; the innate programme is accompanied by a
conscious overlay. But although she can decide what to
do about such urges and drives, the latter do not
themselves form part of her conscious decision.?!

One implication of the above account that has been
overlooked by many sociobioclogists concerns  the
monogamous marital relationship.

We are told that women naturally seek a mate who is a
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‘he~-man’ and who is most 1likely to provide ‘domestic
bliss’. But what if she can not find one man who has
both features? It goes without argument that this will
be the probable outcome for most women. There are not
that many rich yet physically robust men around! One
solution would be to trick a wealthy, devoted and
generous - but not especially muscular -~ mate into
raising the offspring of another mate who has the latter
(robust) guality. As Ridley (1994:236) suggests:
...deep in the mind of a modern woman is the
same basic hunter-gatherer calculator...strive
to acguire a provider husband who will invest
foad and care in their children; strive to find
a lover who can give those children first-class
genes.
She would only need to attract the muscular mate around
ovulation, when she is most likely to get pregnant. But
she would need to deceive the affluent mate into
believing that he 1is the father of her offspring.
Alternatively 1if she were to pair bond with an
impoverished he-man, she might extract the goods and
services she naturally desires from a wealthy paramour
during the infertile part of her monthly cycle, in
exchange for his fruitless sexual conguest. Another
problem she might have to face occurs when the ’he-man’
she wnarries, due to either familiarity or lack of
exercise, becomes less of the man that he was.®
Presumably to gatisfy her natural impulses she should
seek a new unfamiliar, robust mate.

I am suggesting that these would be rational
strategies for a woman to adopt, given her natural drives
and the shortage of males that meet the desired criteria.
On the other hand, if she does not adopt tactics
something 1like the cnes 1 am proposing, it would seen
that her natural impulses will be frustrated. She would
be acting in ways which conflict with the kind of
behaviour directed by her genes. But no matter how she
deals with the problem, the implications of both of her
natural urges seem to auger badly for the type of
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exclusive pair bond that we find in a monogamous marriage
relationship. T will return to this point shortly.

The causal explanation for a male’s cholice of the
particular obiject of love is different. His instinctive
drive also is to f£ind a mate with physical attributes
which indicate fertility; a female with whom he can
successfully transmit his genes into the next generation.
In a nutshell, he naturally seeks youth and beauty in a
mate. Youth and beauty in a female, it appears, equals
fertility. Because he cannot know her age (and thus her
potential for fertility) directly, he must infer it from
her physical appearance. So he naturally looks for, as
Ridley (1994:285) writes:

... unblemished skin, full lips, clear eyes,

upright breasts, narrow waist, slender legs...
He will realize, presumably, that to make hinself
attractive to such a female, as well as being in a robust
physical condition, he needs wealth and social status.
The more f£it and socially successful he can be, the more
likely he 1is to be desired by youthful, beautiful,
fertile females. (So the ultimate cause of the wealth
and power that men seek so ardently, it appears, is their
own genetic preoliferation.)

The account thus far makes it puzzling why those
individuals who are not good~looking, or otherwise
eligible, pair bond at all. However there is an
abundance of commonplace evidence that suggests there is
something we can do about this. We are persuaded, for
instance, by numerous features in magazines, that to be
sexually attractive there are certain requirements that
men and women need to meet and, further, that there are
things that we can do in order to improve ourselves in
this wmatter. Men are encouraged to wear designer
¢lothes, have high-performnance cars or access to a
penthouse in the city centre; whereas women are urged, in
particular, to emphasize their good bodily attributes in
order to look as sexually alluring as they can.?*® Young
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women especially are under enormous pressure to fit in
with this perpetual beauty competition; to Jjudge and
criticize their own bodies from the outside (as it were),
presumably in the way they think that men will see them.
However it is evident also that the general opinion as to
what constitutes a sexually attractive female depends
upon the fashions of the time. TLet it suffice to say
that during the 19608, the paradigm of fenale
attractiveness seems to have been thin and waif-like,* on
the other hand, in the 1990s, the sexually attractive
woman is the one who has ‘toned curves”.?? Her body
should be well-made and firm.

It seems to many critics of such fashions that women
should not be constantly looked at and assessed in these
sexual terms. For instance, Souhami (1986:126) writes
scathingly:

Advertisements continually make women aware of
their alleged imperfections, then offer to sell
them solutions +to their supposed problens
through slimming foods, skin creams, shampoos,
deodorants, and so on.
However if this sexual aspect of our conduct is so much
under the influence of our biology, then it is difficult
to see how women {(or men) can avoid behaving like this.

If youth, beauty and fertility are natural
desiderata when a man looks for a mate, as the
sociobiologist maintains, there seem to be more unwelcome
implications for the monogamous marital relationship
which many sociobiologists overlook. Unlike a female,
who regardless of how many sexual partners she has, can
{(speaking generally) have only one offspring a year, a
male can reproduce at any time if he has access to a
fertile female. Thus from the perspective of his maximal
reproductive success, one would have thought that it is
to his advantage to impregnate as many youthful and
fertile females as he can. Each new mate would offer him
a chance of projecting his genes intoc the future. This
suggests he would have a natural inclination for a
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relationship gquite different to monogamous pair bonding.
For if a male’s (unconscious) drive is to successfully
reproduce his genes, surely he should try to do sc with
as many young females as possible. To put the point
succinctly: while pair bonding may be natural for a male,
exclusive pailr honding for life, is not. And what is
more, if a male is prudent he will endeavour to have his
offspring reared by other males.

There is however another side to this coin. He has
to guard against being put in the position of raising
another male’s offspring. There is no future for the
genes of a male who showers time and energy on children
who are not his own. To avoid his raising children that
are not his own, the male needs tc have exclusive sexual
rights with one mate, so that he knows he 1is investing
his energies in the upbringing of his own genes. Maybe
this explains why men (we are told) naturally prefer
women with hour-glass figures; slim waists are usually an
indicator that the female is not pregnant and that she is
fertile.? This mnay explain also why a male might
cohtinue with the pair bond long after the initial sexual
attraction has subsided. If he were to seek a new sexual
partner, this could lead him to withdraw or dilute his
investment in the offspring with his original mate. It
could Jjeopardize the successful survival of his genes.

We might think then that the malefs stake in his
reproductive decisions is different but no less weighty
to that of the female’s.?® oOur biological differences
mean that when the male is unfaithful to his mate, the
most the latter has to lose is her financial (material)
security whereas 1if the female is unfaithful (without
telling her mate) and & child results from the
relationship, the wmale commits all of his energy and
financial resources, not to ensure the survival of his
own genes, but someone else’s.? In which case we might
think that the male has a vested interest in supporting
the exclusive pair bond.
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However another unwelcome implication of this
account needs to be noted. On the sociobiologist view,
a man instinctively wants to reproduce his genes. To do
this, he does not need to have an exclusive relationship
with one female -~ a monogamous pair bond. His nature
would be better served, if he were to have lots of sexual
partners. The problem, as we noted, is how can he do
this and maintain the progeny of his original pair bond?
The answer is obvious. He does not need to abandon the
children from his first partner to satisfy his natural
impulse for different sgexual partners. While he is
enjoying other sexual relationships, he could stay near
the existing offspring and keep giving them his support.
Alternatively, it would seem to be more in keeping with
his natural inclination that he should have a polygynous
marital relationship, or multiple wives. This would seem
to meet boeth of his natural desiderata. And some
sociobiologists agree that polygyny is more in keeping
with his natural impulses.*:

To make matters worse, there is considerable
empirical evidence to support the idea that there is a

significant polygynous impulse in males.®®

There are many
cultures in which men have a number of wives.?* However
today in such cultures it seems that polygyny is an
option for only the most affluent; those men who can
afford the expenditure associated with marriage to many
wives. On the other hand, in societies where polygyny is
illegal, it might be claimed that the polygynous impulse
will find other outlets, such as in several acts of
adultery. If he can avoid discovery, the unfaithful
husband can maintain his investment with his children
whilst enjoyving other sexual partners. Alternatively,
the many instances of serial wmarriages we find today
might be seen as another form in which the polygynous
impulge is manifest; the ever increasing number of

divorces may be explained in large measure to the natural
polygynous impulse in men.

S T
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So we might conclude that on the sociobiologist®s
account, lifelong monogamous pair bonding is not natural
or necessary, especially for males. In contrast, due to
her limited opportunities for reproducing, a female needs
to be more selective about choosing her mate; she needs
to have a permanent relationship with a male who will
provide for her and protect her. In return she needs to
offer him exclusive use of her sexuality and perform
nurturing and other domestic services for him. Thus we
might assume that accerding toc sociobiological theory,
females have a stronger genetic interest in a durable
relationship with one sexual partner than do males. But
even in her case, while pair bonding may be thought to be
natural, it is not clear that this means an exclusive
pair bond for life.

I want to end this section by highlighting one
further implication of the sociobiologist’s account which
applies to both male and female choice of partners. This
concerns some of the gender roles we find operating in
most (western) marriages and that operate in society
generally. A commonly held view, what I will call the
traditional view of marriage, is that men and women
should have different functions in marriage and that each
should avoid the character and activity which is the
proper preserve of the other. This requires, as
Radcliffe Richards (1986:185) puts it:

..+a sensitive division of labour for the good
of all, with each individual being encouraged
to contribute whatever is mest suitable for
them to give.
It is maintained that women, for instance, should be the
primary caretakers of any children. After all, she is
the one who gets pregnant, carries the fetus until birth
and only she can breast-feed the infant.
Most feminist critics take exception to this
traditionalist argqument. They see it, as Rogan (1978:85)
writes:

...[as] opening the door to Jjustifying the
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oppression of one group by another on the basis

of biological inferiority.
Bowever according to most sociobioclogists, women are
naturally predisposed to act in nurturant ways towards
their families and to have special feelings towards the
young.* Bearing and nurturing children, gathering plant
foods, etc., have been the tasks of women over long
stretches of evolutionary time.®*® Their minds, it could
be argued, have been hard-wired in such a way as to suit
gender roles such as these. In other words, women have
a natural biological advantage over men when it comes to
nurturant behaviour; they are congenitally pre-disposed
to behave in this way. As Rosgssi (1977:24) writes, women
possess

.. bioclogically based potential for
heightened maternal investment in the child...
that exceeds the potential for investment by
men in fatherhood.
In other words, it seems that sociobiology provides
scientific collateral for the traditional assignment of
some of the more obvious gender roles we find in

monogamous marriage.®’

Problems with the sociobiological account

In response to the account above I want to begin by
making two different observations. Firstly, we are able
to resist our natural urges. Our sexual desires and
related drives may be instinctive but we do not need to
be the slave to our passions or instincts. Some place in
such an account must be given to our ability to reason
and to make choices of a rational nature.*® We can, after
all, choose to lead an exanined life, subjecting our
thoughts and feelings to moral scrutiny and adjusting our
behaviour accordingly. So our behaviour within (or
outside cf) marriage in matters concerning sex cannot be
accounted for as being something wholly independent of
our will and over which we have no control, We can

inhibit our natural impulses, for instance, for the sake
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of our marriage. Thus I might have a strong sexual
desire for a robust, young and c¢lever prospective
paramour but I can choose to behave in ways different
from nmy natural urges,

This brings me to ny second point: the natural urges
we have are not necessarily morally good. The
socloblologist seems to think that from facts (if they
are facts) about the nature of human beings as biclogical
organisms with a specific history, we can draw ethical
conclusions about how we ought to behavé. Let us suppose
polygamy really is (as a matter of fact) 'natural’ and
monogamy ‘unnatural’ for both men and women as the
gociobiologist implies. Very few philosophers would
think that one can wvalidly argue from this ‘fact’ (sic)
to the conclusion that polygamy is morally right or
monogamy is morally wrong.® Obviously there are many
things, like jealousy or hatred, that might be thought to
be natural but these sentiments are not thereby usually
thought to be morally right or acceptable. We still have
to decide whether or not to act on our natural sentiments
and these decisions call upon values; in this way, reason
can check our passions. Similarly, facts about the
genetic basis of pair bonding ~ even facts which show
that our drives and emotions reflect the evolutionary
adaptations that have enabled human beings to survive -
do not bridge the gap between fact and value. Although
it may be factually true that pair bonding has an
inexorable blological basis, this Ffact does not entail
the prescription ‘so we ought to pair bond’. It might be
natural to (unconsciously) want to transmit our genes but
this does not mean that this is a goed thing to do or
that men and women morally ocught to do so. Facts of this
kind cannot conpel us to rationally accept any value or
conclusion about what we ought to do. If this point is
not conceded, moreover, there is a danger that people
will react to the findings of soclobiology by

surrendering to their natural impulses, as if what is in
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our genes are beyond the reach of self-control. They may
even conveniently believe that what 1is 7‘natural’ is
'morally good’. However some of our natural urges are,
quite reasonably, thought to be bad.

Following on from the last point, we might try to
inhibkit what are thought to be morally unacceptable
natural inclinations in this context by, say, placing
severe restrictions on things like extra-marital sexual
activity, or by punishing infidelity or legally
prohibiting divorce. On the other hand, we might do more
to inculcate at home and in schools the belief that
household duties in the family should be shared more
equally. Wilson (1978:21) cautions, however, that if we
implement reforms which go radically against our
biological tendencies, there may well be costs which we
cannot measure. For instance, even though Wilson thinks
that there is a genetic basis for much of the male/female
division of labour in the nuclear family, he concedes
that we could change this by training and other forms of
gender stereotyping, which deliberately set out to erase
some ©of the existing differences between males and
females. With suitable training, for instance, fathers
could become the primary, if not the sole caretaker of
the newborn infant.

However there could be a price to pay for any
attempt to set our culture against our nature in this
way. In the first place, it costs at least the time and
the energy required to inculcate and enforce the
preferred moral standard, which runs c¢ounter +to our
inherited tendencies. More impartantly, long-term
defection from our biological motivators can only produce
an ultimate dissatisfaction of sgpirit, which in turn
could eventually lead to social instability and
significant losses in genetic fitness. Eventually there
may be an even greater cost as Wilson (1978:21) warns:

Personalities wourld quickly dissolve,
relationships disintegrate, and reproduction
cease.
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In short, behaviour that has taken millions of years to
evolive cannot be completely changed to meet one or otherx
norally preferred blueprint, without risking extensive
damage. Let us put this problem to one side for the
monent.

It secems that we have found a very general answer to
our question: why do we have a sexual relationship with
this rather than that person? According to the
sogiobiologist, whatever their conscious motives may be,
the underlying thoughts and feelings of a woman when she
chooses, is to look for physical robusthess and devotion
in a mate and a man naturally desires youth and beauty in
a woman. wWithout such an account, we are left with a
conceptually deficient view that for no apparent reason,
love sinply strikes. But there is a further implication
of the thesis that we should note. Given the condition
above it seemg reasconable to conclude that most men and
women could be successfully matched with a vast number of
different partners. This point will be unwelcome to the
widely held view that when it comes to marriage there is
one person for whom each of us is ’‘made’, there is ’‘one
and only one correct choice’.* 2As we shall see thig is
one way in which many traditionalists justify the life-
long, exclusive, marital comnmitment (see p.71).

It may well be objected that the implication we have
drawn -~ that we could be successfully matched with
indefinitely many partners - shows that the
sociobiclogical account is deficient. Surely there must
be more to the causal nexus for our ‘choices’ (si¢) in
this context. Don‘t we need to take account, for
instance, of the fact that people are usunally
reciprocally attracted to someone from the same ethnic or
social group as themselves or with the same religious
ties?” oOften we find someone sexually attractive due to
their values or interests, particularly when these are
similar to our own. Many empirical studies highlight
this aspect of sexual attractiveness.*® They suggesi that
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the discovery of this type of similarity in ancther
confirms one’s own sense of worth and the validity of
one’s own world view. Also don’t we need to take account
of the fact that most societies have a class-structure
and as a result, the person with whom we pair bond is
importantly determined by our social class, occupation or
education? The daughter of a dustman is likely to have
a different circle of friends and love relationships to
the daughter of a banker. The point is: there tends to
be similarity of manmer and outlook between people
belonging to the same ethnic, religious group, social
class, etc., and these factors play a major role in
determining with whom individuals pair bond.

T think that Wilson et al might admit this, The so-
called ultimate cause of our behaviour is concealed
beneath a whole range of other significant societal
variables. In this way, they would remind us that our
nature is controlled only by evolutionary tendencies, not
by immutable laws. But this is a weaker thesis. It
seems that we would need to dig beneath a very wide range
of surface (or proximate) causes to confirm the claim
concerning the ultimate cause of our behaviour in this
context.

However it does nonetheless seem to me to be
plausible to maintain that a significant set of
behaviours are caused in the way postulated by the
sociobiologist. Along these lines, for instance, we
might ask a young childless wife who finds her husband
intolerably insensitive, why the insensitivity was not so
oppressive a year ago before he lost his job and before
she met the kindly, affluent bachelor who seems to be
flirting with her. We might ask the middle-aged office
worker if his wife really is duller and more nagging than

she was twenty years ago, or maybe his tolerance of her
nagging has dropped now that she is fifty and has no
reproductive future. Added to this, the promotion that
he has recently achieved, which has already drawn

C maw. e A e
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admiring glances from younger women at work, may be part
of the total picture. Similarly we might understand some
of our nebulous, fluctuating perceptions about our mate -
feelings of warmth, passion, suspicion, loathing -~ as
manifestations of our (rather absurd) natural urge for
genetic proliferation. In other words, the factors that
the sociobiologist emphasizes provide a very deneral
direction to a person’s sexual feelings, preferences,
desires.

Love and sociobiology

A more significant difficulty we might raise against
the sociobiologist’s thesis is that even if we were to
regard 1t as going some way to providing a plausible
answer to the earlier gueries concerning our desires for
a partner in a pair bond, it does not explain where love
fits into the picture. Indeed, I will argue shortly that
it does not account for the complexity of our experience
of love at all or the value we give to some forms of
love.

Love is a real and important element in human
experience; for many (especially nowadays) it is the
raison d’etre of marriage. On the other hand, the pair
bond as we have discussed it, is for begetting and
rearing children. What has love got to do with this?
Are we to say, as Midgley (1979:286) says:

Essentially...the root of human pair bonding is
the need to procreate. This is the underlying
explanation of emotional feelings such as
love.*®
In other words, the explanation of the capacity for love
is that it too is genetically determined. It too is
rooted in the need to procreate successfully. The
question presents itself: could an empirical explanation
of a socliobiological kind provide us with a satisfactory
account of love?
Harlow (19274) suggests that it can. He (1974:viii-

ix) maintains that we find the same sentiment in other
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primates, where the capacity to love develops within a
regular and predetermined framework. We all begin with
an instinctive need for contact; Harlow (1974:x)
suggests, this is the primary factor for affection in the
mother/infant relationship. In his experiments, bhaby
rhesus monkeys were given a choice of surrogate mothersg,
one made of soft material which provided no nourishment,
the other made of wire which provided milk. Almost
always the infant monkeys opted for the former. Harlow
(1974:28) concludes from this:

Tt is clearly the incentive of contact comfort

that binds the infant affectionately to the

mother.
In a normal environment, an infant will, during a
sensitive period of its development, form a deep and
lasting attachment to its mother. On the other hand,
Harlow (1974:95) discovered that monkeys brought up
without ‘contact comfort’ were emotionally disturbed
‘their ability to bond 1in later relationships was
damaged’. He inferred from this that since they were not
loved in their earliest stage as infants, they were
unable to love as adults. Harlow (1974:3) claims that we
can extrapolate these results to human beings. Just as
his rhesus monkeys both display and need affection of
this kind, we too in early infancy need contact and to
recelive and show affection.* If children are deprived of
love at this critical stage they will grow up emotionally
disturbed, unable to form stable sexual relations and
they may possibly be psychopathic.

It will be objected that Harlow’s analogy between
the love which an infant rhesus monkey appears to exhibit
for a fluffy object and the relationship found between a
human baby and its mother, is false. One obvious
condition that is missing from Harlow’s account is the
fact that a human baby is responding to the love given by
its mother. This +typically involves more +than her
providing ‘contact comfort’. The appropriate comparison

would seem to be between the human and rhesus nonkey
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mothers (not between the buman mother and the f£luffy
object). Presumably in the Harlow experiment the fluffy
substitute mother did not compensate for the lack of care
and affection provided by the rhesus monkey mother. But
even the analogy between a rhesus monkey and human mother
looks suspect. In the latter case, we value such love
since we believe the sentiment is positively endorsed
from the mother’s rational personality. This includes
such things as the pleasure the mother shows at the
child’s presence, her encouragement and appreciation of
the child as it begins to develop certain skills, like
its first words. More importantly, even 1in early
infancy, mother-love of this kind is distinguished by
feelings of affection and appreciation of the child
simply for its own sake. This is a feeling. But it is
a feeling which can be identified by its function. It is
a feeling by which the mother recognizes the child’s
worth and affirms the child’s developing sense of its own
worth as a person. We may suppose that few, if any, of
these qualities are present in a rhesus monkey mother and
as a result it seems reasonable to believe that the love
relationship between human beings even at this age, will
be accordingly different.

More importantly, we need to know how the ’love’
{(sic) which an infant rhesus monkey exhibits is supposed
to relate to the heterosexual love enjoved between adult
human beings. Harlew has an answer to this. He (1974:1-
2) identifies five affectional systems through which, he
claims, we normally progress; they are tendencies by
which the capacity to love normally develops in people.
These are: maternal love, Iinfant love, peer love,

heterosexual love, and paternal love. For a developed
capacity to love we need to progress from stage to
stage.*® If each stage 1is not successfully passed

through, problems will result in adult life because the
basis for future affectional development is thwarted. He
goes on to claim that one of the three components which
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constitute the heterosexual stage of the affectional
system is romantic love. Of this stage in the system
Harlow (1974:69-70) writes:

[it involves]...a seguence of postural
potentialities, elicited by external stimuli
and leading to the complex interbody
positioning which adult coital behavior
requires; a flow of gonadal [hormones]j which
indirectly and directly facilitate heterosexual
interactions beginning at puberty...

In a manner not digsimilar to Harlow, Wilson (1978:139)

maintains:

Sexual 1love...can be reasonably based on
enabling mechanisms in the physiclogy of the
brain that have been programmed to some extent
through the genetic hardening...

This presents a number of important problems. By
identifying 1love in  these  terms, firstly, the
sociobiologist conflates love with sex. This is to say,
Harlow and Wilson attempt to account for love in terms of
‘the innate and inexorable drive to maximize reproductive
success’. But we might quite reasonably insist that our
understanding both of heterosexual ‘love’ and of
heterosexual ’sex’ is that these two phenomena are gquite
different, as a brief comparison of the two will show.

In the first place, there are things to be gaid
about sex that do not apply to love and vice versa.*® For
instance, no overt bodily changes need occur where one
person loves another. ©On the other hand, wvarious overt
changes necessarily take place in a person’s body during
the sex act. Regarded in this light, sex can be mainly
a matter of a release of physical tension. And if all
one wants 1is a physical release (or this Xkind of
pleasure) the particular person with whom one is having
sex seems to be unimportant. The sex drive can be
directed towards any object that will satisfy it. On the
other hand, lave is almost always directed towards a
specific person. aAnother contrast betwean the two is
that the sex act is usually an intense and short-lived

episode whereas love (in the sense in which we shall be
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discussing it) generally develops slowly and typically
belongs to a long-term, 1if not permanent, exclusive
relationship between two persons. Another point to note
is that we can sexually desire an indefinite number of
other persons whereas generally we only love deeply a few
times in our lives. And as we noted earlier, from the
viewpoint of sex to choose an exclusive (monogamous)
relationship would seem to be a sacrifice whereas we
would usually say that where a couple are in love it 1is
not. Lastly, sex, not love, is needed for procreation:;
the former, not the latter, is fundamental for the
transmission of one’s genes. Just from these brief
considerations it seems reasonable to conclude that while
there could be one or an admixture of motives behind an
act of sexual intercourse, love need have played no part
in it.

More importantly, it might be objected that by
reducing love to the sexual act, socilobiologists
dehumanize it. Sexual intimacy can be rooted in love, of
course, whereas, on the account above, any diéplay of
loving behaviour might seem to amount to nothing more
than going through the motions (of loving the other
person) to obtain sexual gratification. As such, there
rneed be little trust, friendship, empathy, etc., between
the couple. Each party need only exist for the other as
an object to be enjoyed and discarded once sexual
satisfaction is attained. If this was all there is to
love - sex with no interpersonal relationship - as we
shall see, it could well lead to intense feelings of
loneliness.

This brings us to a more general problem with the
reduction of heterosexual love to sex. lLove is a far
more complex emotion than the sociobiologist’s account of
it suggests. In the first place, the love we feel for
another person nmight be a manifestation of the kind of
love often referred to as eros. Eros is usually

understood to be a state in which one’s personality is
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dominated by strong sexual and romantic feelings for the
beloved. At first blush we might think that the sexual
drive (by which we seek to transmit our genes) is eros.
However while sex and eros are both based on strong
erotic feelings, eros is more than just sexual activity
and conversely, as Lewis (1977:85) points out: ‘Sexuality
may operate without Eros...’? As we have just noted, for
the sociobiologist, sexual intercourse is performed
mainly in order to procreate or merely for pleasure
whereas with eros the lover is in love with a particular
person, the person he or she sexually desires.*®

To add to the complexity there are a variety of ways
in which love of this kind is manifest. At one extreme,
spoken of particularly in glossy magazines, films,
television, novels, popular songs, etc., the emotion
seems to be so excessive to the point of being all-
consuming. Sleep, hunger, and the common concerns of
everyday life seem to be replaced by this passion. Its
peaks of joy are incomparable, its depths of despair are
bottomless. As Lubhmann (1986:26) writes:

...0ne 1 subjected to something (irrational),

something unalterable and for which one is

unaccountable.
When a person is ‘in love’ with another in this way, he
has recurrent thoughts about her. He regards his beloved
as the most important person in his life. He focuses
only on her and most other things that he might have
thought about, are put to one side., It usually involves
also emotions and feelings of intense excitement,
probably because the lovers are new to each other. For
many people, being ’‘in love’ is a very intense emotion.
It seems to take over the whole person.

When they are in love in this way, it is claimed
that a person’s emotions, feelings, or senses are
heightened.*® This supposedly causes them to experience
life more vibrantly or intensely. The flower seems to
smell more sweetly, the landscape is more colourful.®® as

a result of this heightened experience, moreover, it is




29

suggested also that each of the lovers learns more about
themselves.® Presumably they gain an improved
understanding of themselves by being made aware of their
own hitherto hidden gualities, due to the responses of
their beloved.

Each lover may well think the other exemplifies
everything that they desire in their 1lives and they
suppress any differences that could come between them.
Mundane disagreements will be overlooked (like his
tendency to wear colours that clash or her choice of
strong perfume). We are inclined also to invest the
other person with certain interesting, attractive or
lovable gqualities.® We are inclined to recognize in them
- or anyway, endow them with -~ the attributes that we
deem to be the most worthwhile a person can have: like
kindness or strength of character. Often we see the
beloved as having a surfeit of such good qualities.
Beliefs of this kind are often expressed in highly
idealistic terms.®® We not only think that the beloved
has such qualities but that he has potential skills or
talents that we c¢an help him to realize and thereby
perhaps help him to realize ‘himself”’. To see the
potentialities in the beloved, one needs to have, as
Goldberg (1983:38~392) writes:

.».trust...not just in the existence and value

and strength of certain potentialities...but

also in one’s own need, capacity and commitment

to appreciate those potentialities...
Alternatively, in projecting good qualities onto the
beloved it seems that we unconsciously hope that we will
nurture these qualities in our partner.®*

In some cases the person in whom she is investing
these attractive or lovable gualities dces not in fact
have any of the gualities in question. Such a lover is,
as Babbitt (1955:178) suggests:

...in love not with a particular person but
with [her] own dreans.

In which case, as it need not be a true reflection of the
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beloved’s actual gualities, character traits or any other
feature about him, it would not seem to matter who the
particular individual is for whom the lover feels erotic
love. Perhaps any person will do!

At another extreme, erotic love seems to be for the
game of love itself rather than for the love object. In
the kind of case I have in mind, the lover may take pride
in engaging in several relationships at one and the same
time. The point seems to be to get herself as sexually
involved as pogsible while carefully avoiding entangling
commitments or emotional dependence herself. It secens
plausible to suggest that at least this emotional state
may be consonant with the sociobiclogical account of sex
in pair bonding.

However ercos is still more complex than this.
Something needs to be said, for instance, about its more
egoistical forms where this is the kind of love that is
for love’s sake. If we were to be in this state, there
is nothing we have to believe about the object of our
love. We can love even when the object of our love does
not exist. Perhaps the lover is oniy in love with
herself. According to Freud (1963:360-362), self~love of
this kind is possible but it is a psychiatric disorder -
narcissism. On the other hand, we might interpret ‘love
for love’s sake’ to be the case where the lover is in
love with the idea of being in love rather than loving
another individual. There need be no objects only a
subiject; the lover does not need to move beyond her own
ego.

It might be objected that the concept of love is
attenuated when applied to such cases. This can be seen
if we consider briefly some of the logical properties
usually predicated of the love relationship. For
instance, adult love is usually considered to be a non-
reflexive relation. But if there are some who love only

themselves, it is reflexive; i.e. it holds between the
individual and herself. Further we usually consider the
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adult love relationship as being symmetrical; X loves Y
and ¥ loves X, or in cases where the 1love 1is not
returned, the relationship is asymmetric; X loves Y but
Y does not love X. However a relationship where there is
no obijective basis for love, is neither symmetric nor
asymnetric, It is non-symmetric. This points to the
unusual nature of love that lacks an objective basis.
However I do not want to argue that each of these
alternatives are not possible states of a person who
claims to be in love. No doubt there are some cases
where there is no other person at all, and in other cases
there is no objective basis for the traits one so admires
in the character of the beloved. Erotic love of this
kind seems to be possible. The point I want to stress is
the difficulty of seeing how erotic love of the types
discussed could be adequately explained in terms of
behaviour based upon the drive to transmit one’s genes in
acts of sexual intercourse.

In contrast to the cases above, some love can be
companionate (philia). This mode ©of love is rooted in
long~term friendship. The usual grounds for it occcur
when a couple are long-established friends or if they
discover that they have some common interest, goal, or
vision.*® Sometimes it gradually takes on romantic
overtones.

However philia is not usually so much an emotional
state as an attitude; the love we have for the other
person is shown by our attitudes towards them. This is
to say, philia or companicnate love is more usually
manifest in the settled behaviour between a loving
couple, or in the kindly manner of their actions towards
each other. Of philia, Lewis (1977:72) writes:

This love, free from instinct, free from all
duties but those which love has freely
assumed...is eminently spiritual.

Philia is stable, relatively non-demanding, committed and

trusting. Lovers in this mode can disagree or even fight

with one another without threatening the relationship,

N
-
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and long separations can be survived easily. It (philia)
does not seem to depend on the particular attributes or
qualities of the beloved. According to Lewis (1977:121)
most people have some personality traits that are
unpleasant or ignoble. Where feelings of philia are
present, however, the lover may know about such traits in
the character of the beloved but the love felt or given
will not diminish because of this. For in philia the
lover may love what is not ‘naturally lovable’.s®
Usually a 1love of this kind also will pass-up
opportunities for a perhaps more genetically rewarding or
a sexually more exciting relationship rather than be
disloyal or abandon her present lover. And sexual
intimacy - when this is undergone for the sake of the
beloved - can become an act of philia, rather than an act
of self-interested pleasure.®” One’s own gratification is
not necessarily the primary goal of sexual intercourse in
a loving relationship. We do not need always to sexually
desire the other person, or, if we do desire them, we do
not need the immediate satisfaction of this desire when
we engage in sexual intercourse. Let me use a well-worn
analogy. We can spend a lot of time and considerable
energy preparing a meal that can be shared and enjoyed
with those whom we care about. The pufpose of the meal
need not be to satisfy hunger; often this assumes a
secondary role. It can be to celebrate our friendship,
or tc share the friend’s success, failure, and so on. In
much the same way, the satisfaction of one’s sexual
desire is often not as important as the shared intimacy.
In such instances, we may be showing our care and concern
for the welfare of the other person; the lover is made
happy by making the beloved happy. In other words, the
motivation behind a particular act of sexual intercourse
can be philia, not sex. (We will return to the
discussion of philia in Chapter Three.) For the moment

it seems reasonable to suppose that eros and philia can

co-exist; a couple may love each other in both modes.®®




33

However I am unable to see how a couple who share love of
this kind can be readily assimilated to the
sociobiological account of the matter at all.

In addition to the above, there is a style of love
known as agape. ‘Agape’ 1s usually understood to mean a
love which c¢an be shown to any human being; the
disinterested love of one’s neighbour. To love someone
in this way is to value that person for their own sake as
well as wishing to benefit that person or to advance
their welfare. If it applies to one’s beloved, this is
because he is human, not because he is one’s beloved.
S0, at first blush, agape is not likely to be overly
present in a personal relationship. As Lewis (1977:117)
writes this mode of love:

...1s wholly disinterested and desires what is

simply best for the beloved. '
If it is shown to one’s partner it is kind, caring, and
sensitive to his needs in a self~effacing way that
regquires nothing in return. However agape can be a
correcting factor in personal relationships.®® We can
take steps to help our beloved, for example, because we
are aware of their predicament (gua human being). Once
again, love of this kind is usually manifest in the
attitudes we have towards the other person rather than by
an emotional state.®

For the moment let it suffice to stress that once
again I am unable to see how a couple who love in this
way can be covered by the sociobioclogical account of the
matter. Rather than being compatible with the natural
drives and feelings described by the sociobiologist,
agape seems antithetical to them. Moreover, it seems to
be due to gualities found in agape and philia that we
value the love relationship we find in marriage. It
might be objected that these feelings are not completely
unconnected with the transmission of genes. For example,

their tendency to be associated with pair bonding might

be explained in terms of the useful function they serve
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in keeping parents together and thereby increasing the
chance that their children survive to have children
thengelves . However +this does not explain why a
reflective person might value love of these kinds and the
sociobiologist could not address this question.

Before I close this part of the discussion, there is
a more promising way in which we might try to interpret
the sociobiological use of ‘lave’. This would be to
identify it with the kind of pragmatic love that takes
practical matters into account as a guide to sexual
involvement. The latter would include a careful
evaluation of one’s partner’s good and bad points, ‘Is he
physically robust, powerful and wealthy?’ or more
practically, ‘Will he handle the household finances
satisfactorily, repair the car, be able to deal with
aggressive salesmen, etc.?’ If this is love, it is the
opposite of eros (romantic love) in that it is rational,
practical, fully aware of the alternatives, and not
especially intense. Unlike eros, if a person loves in
this way, it is unlikely that this would be an intense
commitment to the other person. Love of this RKind would
be regarded as renegotiable if conditions change. It is
quite lacking in the qualities of love that are usually
thought to be the basis of the modern marital
relationship. However a sexual relationship of the kind
suggested by the sociobiologist could be compatible with
love (if it is love) of this kind.

In most heterosexual love relationships we will no
doubt experience an admixture of some or most of these
different forms of love, or we may adopt different mixes
at different times within the same relationship. (These
are only some exanples of the kinds of love we experience
in a pair bond with which the sociobiologist would have
difficulty; see pp.83-84). What this discussion suggests
however is that love in the human pair bond is complex
and that it can be of a form quite different from that
suggested by sociobiology. Or at the least, I hope I

P
¥
L
-2
b

K
3
R




35

have said enough to show that the concept of love we
employ in a marital relationship can invelve something
over and above the sociobioclogist account of it. There
is usually more to it than Jjust being driven by a flow of
passion, of which we are - so to speak ~ the passive
source.

The last problem I want to discuss raised by the
socliobiological account concerns the reasons that one
would give for loving one’s partner. We have seen that
a man may be attracted by a woman’s beauty or displays of
care and concern for him. He may believe, further, that
with such qualities she will make a good mother for his
children. On the other hand, a woman might be attracted
tc a man because she sees that he has a robust physique,
or that he wants to do things for her or wants to spend
his time with her and she may assume that this is
evidence of significant affinities between them. 'Thus
she may meke a conscious choice to pursue the
relationship. But if a woman might say that she loves a
man because of this or that character trait, wouldn’t
this mean that she is committed to loving anyone who has
these traits?®® Moreover if she discovers another man who
has them in greater abundance presumably the reasonable
thing for her to do - if we could choose in such matters
- would be to transfer her love to this other person. If
she says she loves Y due to his gentleness and if Z comes
aleng and she finds that not only is he gentle but that
he has this quality (so to speak) in more abundance then
why would she love ¥ rather than Z? Another point we
need to bear in mind is that we can value specific
character traits of a person but this does not
necessarily mean that we love them, or that we love other
aspects of their character. Or if we do love them, this
would be an odd sort of love because it would seem to
imply that we only love a part and not the whole person.

Might we say then that what a woman loves in a man
is a particular combination of gualities that her beloved
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has? Unfortunately this does not get us very far. It
just. adds to the difficulty of the earlier response to
the guestion: what does the lover love? The earlier
answer was ‘his particular qualities’. Now the answer is
’the combination of these qualities’. This falls prey to
the same objection. If it is a combination of traits,
someone may come along with a better set of the sane
combination.

A further reason why it does not do to say that we
love someone because of a specific quality or combination
of gqualities is that this would seem to mean that he is
only loved for as long as he retains these qualities.
What if he loses them? Will he no longer be loved? And
if he is still loved, why? It might be objected also
that this seems to make the mnixture of a person’s
gualities measurable and guantative. It is as if, of the
various combinations of qualities a person has, one
person could have more or less of the combination than
another. Now while it might make sense to say of one
quality, e.g. a robust physique, Y is better than 2,
surely we cannot claim this of the indefinitely extended
and uniquely different combination cof qualities each
individual has.

If this is correct and we cannot account for our
choice due to beliefs we have concerning our partner’s
qualities, might we say that we love them for their own
sake? In other words, one does not need to know which
gualities one loves in order to love the other person;
one loves that person for themself alone. I think this
is the correct answer. Our love generally directs itgelf
towards persons rather than their attributes
{sociobiological or otherwise). A particular trait or
combination of traits may have been the cause of the
initial attraction. But at some point in the
relationship, our love is given to the beloved for the

unique person he is, and not to an isolated trait or
class of traits. Our love develops and is focused on the

.o becge T
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other, gqua person. To put this point in a different way:
even if a person could be analyzed into the sum of his or
her parts, it is his or her particular totality that we
normally 1love, not a balance sheet of positive and
negative qualities. If all of this is correct, it would
then serve to excuse the typical inability we have in
saving which qualities in one’s beloved constitute the
grounds for our loving them. It is not just that one
lacks the skills needed to explain what it is one loves
in the nature of the other person, one loves them because
they are the very complex person they are.

Unfortunately, however, the proposal is not as
perspicuous as it might at first seem. We do not justify
why in a marriage, a spouse X is expected to continue her
relationship with spouse Y by responding ‘Because of the
sort of person Y is‘’. The answer appears to beg the
guestion. Further if the beloved becomes a ‘different
person’ say, due to Alzheimer’s disease, if we continue
with the relationship it is probably out of loyalty to
the person he once was; to the shared history and
menories of better times. We do not necessarily have to
love the person he is. Our choice to continue with the
relationship could be based upon the person ‘he was‘ or
used to be.

It might be objected that the above discussion is
too voluntaristic and rationalistic. Oone could love
someone without saying that this is because of the sort
of person he is; and even if there are reasons (which one
might be able to give) one cannot choose whether or not
to love somecne on the basis of them, for we cannot
choose t¢ love them or not. For the moment let it
suffice to say that one can choose whether or not to
start or to continue with a loving relationship and
reasons of this kind -~ one loves them due to the person
they are - might be a sufficient explanation of why we
have so decided.
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Conclusion

In this chapter we have discussed the view that
iong~term pair bonding is natural. Human beings are a
pair bonding species. However the discussion has been
primarily about sex in such a relationship, not about
marriage. at the moment, it is difficult to see where
marriage fits into the picture. On the one hand, if we
were to understand the socicbioclogist to be saying that
monogamous marriage is natural for us (i.e. an exclusive
pair bond for life is natural) we might wonder why we go
through all of the comélications of making this a legally
binding relationship. WwWhy should a couple be required to
make a public and legally binding promise to love each
other "for as long as they both shall live’? wWhy not
simply pair bond for life? On the other hand, if we are
not naturally monogamous - and this is an implication we
drew in the earlier discussion (particularly for males) -
then monogamous marriage seems to fly in the face of our
natural inclinations. If it is not natural for us to
sustain the exclusive pair bond, why should we want to
bind ourselves to another person with vows and a legal
contract of the kind we find in monogamous heterosexual
marriage?
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Chapter Two
Arguments for the marriage tradition

Monogamous heterosexual marriage 1is part of the
prevailing mores in western (Christian) soclileties. From
early childhood we are made aware of the fact that
marriage plays a large, if not major role, in the lives
of most men and women. We are encouraged to think that
it is the best setting for a long-term heterosexual pailr
bond; it is the relationship traditionally accepted as
being most appropriate for adults who love each other and
desire to secure their love. We are persuaded that, once
married, both of the spouses sexual needs will be met
within this relationship.’ It is supposed also to be the
best setting for the procreation and rearing of children:
their parents need to be married for the children to
enjoy a secure family life.® Moreover the traditional
type of marriage gives each of the partners economic and
residential advantages, it is supposed to meet certain of
their religious convictions, and to serve a number of

other important social functions.® In assessing marriage .

as an institution in which a rational perscon might choose
to ~ or choose not to ~ participate, we need to consider
if these alleged advantages really do apply today. (Let
me stress again I will confine my discussion to the main
characteristics of marriage within western Christian
culture.*)

Normative traditions

We are born into a world in which there are existing
rules, norms of behaviour, beliefs about the acceptable
and unacceptable ways in which relationships between
people ought to be conducted, and so on. From infancy
onwards we learn such norms - by practice rathexr than by
learning a body of theoretical knowledge; they are
reinforced (either directly or indirectly) by our

P
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parents, peers, teachers and most other influences on our
upbringing. In such an environment, for instance, boys
and girls are usually brought up to conform to
stereotypical roles. By following the examples of their
parents and other adults, through watching television,
reading books, etc., children are presented with a fairly
consistent picture of the particular types of behaviour
which are thought to be appropriate to men, and those
which are appropriate to women. Of course, the norms in
our society change and are changing all of the time.
However, speaking generally, at present we may say that
things such as mending appliances, cleaning the car,
mowing the lawn, are deemed to be mainly male activities,
whereas doing the housework, the shopping, looking after
the baby, are typically thought to be part of the female
domain. There are also different typical attitudes and
mannerisms that are expected. For instance (until
recently) crude and loud behaviour on the part of a man
was acceptable (‘he is just being manly’) but not when
such behaviour was displayed by a woman; they were
usually expected to be less assertive, quiet, and even
submissive. Of course there are many notable exceptions
to these norms both at the individual and the group
level. Nevertheless they indicate the way in which
behaviour and attitudes between the genders are expected
to vary.

Many of our unreflectively held moral beliefs -~
‘tell the truth’, ‘keep your promises’, ‘do your fair
share of work in a joint enterprise’, ’be loyal to your
family and friends’ - are acquired from our early social
environment. Usually these beliefs are not stated
explicitly. It is not a matter of understanding their
rationale. We are not taught why they are the required
conduct or why they are right or wrong. We are told
simply that we must conform to such practices, for they
are norms of behaviour which are generally accepted and
practised. If an individual fails to comply with themn,
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they can suffer social condemnation and ostracism. On
the other hand, they are also empowering practices, in
that it is thought that by acting in accordance with
them, members of the society are more likely to live
happy and contented lives.

On most occasions most of us unreflectively conform
to the existing practices in which we were raised. The
tradition informs our day-to-day view of things. Very
often this delineates important aspects of the character
of individuals who belong to the same tradition. They
are united due to their shared attitudes, behaviour,
moral outlook or a common world view. As a result there
are many ways in which we can recognize them as belonging
to the same tradition. We see it in their behaviour and
gestures; for instance, the way they greet each other.
We see it also in their rituals and ceremonies, the way
that important occasions like birth, death, and marriage,
are commemorated. There is, this is to say, a ‘common
wisdom’ of the proper way to respond to particular events
in 1ife.® These in turn create a sense of belonging.
They enable members of a tradition to recognize and be at
ease with each other. Similarly, most people have wants,
hopes, plans that accord with the established practices;
they have g¢goals that are traditionally accepted as
legitimate goals and they adopt the customary means to
achieve these goals. Hence the mores may be said to
shape how we think about many things, and it is manifest
in many different aspects of our behaviour.

There c¢an be no doubt, alsco, that the normative
tradition in which we are raised strongly infiuences (if
not determines) many of our choices and actions. So that
though we may seem to be choosing and acting voluntarily,
often the choices we do make are due to the factors which
have influenced our development. Or more cautiously, we
night say that the tradition often provides the framework
in which we make our choices; it determines which of the
several alternatives we may select. And, moreover, this
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framework is something beyond our control.

Opposed to the overly deterministic tone of this
account, it might be asked: what about those who
deliberately choose not to participate in a given norm or
custom? Most individuals can and do think critically
about at least some aspects of the tradition in which
they have been raised; they can and do make choices which
are opposed to their received norms or values, and they
can act accordingly. However, it could be pointed out
that such an opposition usually arises in a situation
where the expectations of individuals are disappointed by
a generally accepted tradition; it is thought to be
failing them, or breaking down. But whatever the cause
may be, the most strident critics of a tradition cannot
live completely outside of it. If they did, there would
be nothing for them to c¢riticize since they would be
ignorant of what the tradition expects them to do.® Or to
put the point in another way: they can only recognize a
problem as a ‘problem’ because they are aware of the
tradition. ‘Thus it seems plausible to argue once again,
that the latter determines their randge of choices, sone
of which they reject. 2all of this implies that we cannot
be wholly indifferent to the mores within which we are
brought up, or in which we live and operate. We are all
creatures of our social environment. For most of us, who
liive our lives within the established framework however,
the society is morally untroubled. And since most people
in a society, although they conform to it, are not aware
of its existence, we might say (figuratively) that the
mores has achieved its purpose.

Monogamous heterosexual marriage, we noted, is part
of the prevailing mores of western (Christian) societies.
It ig one of the most important and pervasive features of
our tradition.’” Our understanding of the relationships
between people, the stereotypical roles of both men and
women and of what is considered right and wrong conduct
for them, owes a lot to this institution.® It is
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important to emphasize that many of the more obvious
features of the traditional marriage still persist today
and are built into our beliefs and expectations. They
are reinforced in films, on television soap operas, in a
wide range of literature - from the books of a literate
minority to popular women’s magazines — in popular songs,
and either implicitly or explicitly in a vast number of
other things. All of these influences say much the same
thing.

Firstly, (and speaking generally) when a couple
decide to get nmnarried they are doing something
worthwhile. We approve of most features of this kind of
relationship. We think =~ perhaps wrongly -~ that when a
couple get married, they have intentionally undertaken
something valuable; they have done something we regard as
good and as a result their lives should be changed for
the better. Similarly, we think that those who have a
long and happy marriage have something really worth
having.

At the same time, however, we think that marriage is
a choice {(among alternatives)} for those couples who
desire this. They can marry or not. Also they can
choose to become unmarried:; divorce is tolerated more
than it was a generation or so ago.®” It is thought by
most people to be an acceptable solution to severe
marital difficulties.’ The high incidence of divorce,
however, seems to reflect disappointment with a
particular marital partner not with the institution of
marriage itself.** TFor dJdespite the options to married
life that are open to them, the vast majority of people
choose to marry at some time in their lives; few eligible
adults decline the opportunity altogether.*®

There are a number of other ways to support the
claim that ’‘getting married’ and ‘being married’ are
generally thought to be worthwhile. In the former case,
a simple way this approval can be seen is in the custom
of congratulating the couple when they marry. It would




44

be strange if whenever anyone gets married we expressed
our sorrow, or we thought that this would mean that their
lives will be changed for the worse. Generally we think
that for two people to get married, is something worth
their doing. ©On the other hand, in the case of ’being
married’, one way our general approval is manifest is in
our attitude nowadays towards the increasing number of
divorces.*® Although, as we noted, divorce is no longer
attended by the sense of moral shame and disapproval that
used to accompany it, nonetheless divorce 1is often
presented in a manner that suggests that the rise in the
divorce rate is a social problem.** But it is a problem
only if there is something wrong with the breakdown of a
marriage. If a couple divorce, we still feel that
something distressing has happened to them. This is not
just because of the unhappiness to the former partners
that usually accompanies the divorce but is also due to
the breakdown of something that we deem to be of value.

Marriage is, in these senses, a commendatory term.?*®
There are, of course, more neutral ways of using the
term. A social scientist, for instance, might describe
the marriage relationships of a community without
implicitly or explicitly approving of the institution.
Nevertheless the implication is that a community who has
marriage as a part of their mores, considers that it
invelves something desirable. For them, 1like us,
'marriage’ is a commendatory term in that it implies that
the institution is deemed to be worthwhile both by those
who are married and by the society at large.

Although generally we think that marriage is
worthwhile, this does not mean that everyone about to get
married, or the marriages of all of the people we know,
can be regarded in this light. We might think, for
instance, that X and ¥ should not be getting married,
they are too yocung, they are not compatible, and so on.
Similarly we speak of X and ¥ having ‘a pcor marriage’
when we think that a good institution is being spoiled,
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or we may talk of them having ‘a bad marriage’ when we
think that much of what is going on in the relationship
is destructive. We even say, figuratively, of a
particular relationship that ‘the couple do not have a
marriage at all’. But these are exceptions that prove
the rule. This is to say, we would not condemn such
conduct or bemoan the relationship unless we thought that
such things can and should be improved. We may say ‘X
and ¥ have a bad marriage’ in virtue of the belief that
marriage is something worthwhile and there is an
implication that we have in mind some conditions that
together make it worthwhile. To put the point in a
different way: we have an idea of some of the conditions
required for a relationship to be a good marriage and it
is the latter that is thought to be really worthwhile.

When I say that generally we think that marriage is
worthwhile, it might be asked: worthwhile for what? The
question suggests that ‘worthwhile’ is a relational
notion, and that what is regarded as being worthwhile is .
relative to some further end. It is only when we know
what the latter is that we can identify what it is about
marriage that makes it worthwhile. For the moment, I
hope it will suffice to say that if the relationship is
regarded in this way - i.e. as being worthwhile to
achieve a further end - then this is because it is
thought to contribute significantly to the overall
happiness of the couple’s lives. We think that they will
live or have lived more rewarding lives as a result of
this relationship, or at the least that they would have
fared less well without it.

An alternative answer to the gquestion above would be
that the relationship Jjust is worthwhile in itself.
Marriage itself is of intrinsic value. At first blush,
this answer seems unsatisfactory if only for the reason
that the claim is contested. As we shall see in Chapter
Four, several writers claim that the institution (itself)
is anything but worthwhile. When a c¢laim about the
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self-evident value of a thing or institution is denied,
the key assumption (of its self-evidence) is forfeit.
However there might be certain conditions conceptually
connected to the relationship of marriage that are
uncontroversially worthwhile.

The marriage contract

I claimed earlier that many aspects of the tradition
still influence our beliefs, attitudes, and decisions
about marriage today. One obviocus feature is the belief
that long-term heterosexual relationships need to be
strengthened and sustained by a legal contract. This I
take to be a necessary and sufficient condition for a
relationship counting as a marriage: there must be a
legal (or in some cultures a guasi-legal) contract that
is agreed to by both of the partners in the relationship.

With this contract in view, the law is reguired, for
instance, to ensure that the couple are of an age at
which they are able to cope with marriage. Every State
has a minimum age for marriage without parental consent
and most have a lower age at which young pecple are not
permitted to marry even 1if they have parental consent.
The law’s intervention here 1is gquite reasonable; a
ninimum standard of personal competence is reguired by
any legal contract, including marriage. A person must be
of a sufficient intellectual capacity and emotional
stability to know what he or she is deing. This is one
good reason why children are prohibited from marrying.
Moreover, the burdens of marriage are thought to be too
heavy for a vyoung person to bear. There is anple
empirical evidence to support this view. Couples who
marry in their teens, for example, are almost twice as
likely to divorce as couples who are older.'s

Secondly, the law is thought to be needed to prevent
a couple from marrying when they are in a close kinship
relation.” For instance, the law in Scotland prohibits
women from marrying their father or their grandfather,
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their son or their grandson, whether this is by a blood
relationship or by adoption. They may not marry their
brother - full, half, or step ~ or their uncle or nephew.
Males are prohibited from marrving the equivalent female
relatives.'® Presumably the original Jjustification of
these prohibitions was the fear of the consequences of
incest. Every culture has rules prohibiting incest. It
is often suggested that such rules have a genetic
function.*® As we noted, the richer the variety of the
infantfs gene pool, the less likely he or she is to
manifest certain inherited diseases. Further, we noted
that incest restraints force young people to leave the
family in search of a mate. This results in the cross-
bonding of families and in cultural cross-fertilization
which enhances +the gens pool. However prohibitions
against incestuous relationships are far older than our
understanding of the laws of genetic inheritance so this
explanation would not account for the origin of the ban.
Besides while genetic considerations may apply to
consanguineous relations, some of the persons prohibited
from marrying cone another - adopted brothers, ex~-fathers-
in-law - have no blood-ties whatsoever.®

To justify the prohibition of a young person
marrying someone who is a close adult relative, however,
it could be pointed out that within a family, young
people are vulnerable to adult sexual exploitation. At
the same time, adults within a family are usually
responsible (and held to be responsible) for the
protection and support of immature young family members.
In the light of this, strong sanctions are needed to
protect children from sexual expleoitation in familial
relationships. Thus it seems reasonable to arqgue, for
instance, that because of the value placed on trust and
support of children by adults in such contexts, the
former ought to be excluded from the arena of sexual
competition for the latter. (For parallel reasons, the
ethical code of, for instance, the medical profession
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prohihits doctors from taking sexual advantage of those
in their charge.)

A third legal condition which has to be satisfied
before they marry, is that neither party may already be
in the state of matrimony.®* 1In western culture, marriage
is a monogamous relationship. There are severe penalties
for those who commit bigamy. From the evidence to hand,
this offence is usually the result of someone not
bothering to get a divorce from their estranged spouse
before remarrying.®* Although in some cases, a person
(usually a man) maintains separate wives and families in
different places, neither of whon know about the other.?®

A number of quite general reasons might justify this
prohibition and the punishment given for its
transgression. One reason is that usually the foint
ownership of property, money and related matters are part
of the marital arrangement between the couple. If it
turns out that one of them has been lying about their
personal circumstances unbeknown to the other, then this
is likely to cause congiderable harm to the financial
interests of the innocent party. More importantly, in
the marriage contract both pledge ‘to forsake all others’
in an exclusive, lifelong relationship. Both partners
assume that the other is telling the truth about the
details he or she has given about themselves and that
they can be relied upon and trusted in this regard. If
it is discovered that one of them has lied and is already
married, this is most likely to result in a major crisis
in the life of the other, due to the violated trust and
thwarted expectations. Considerations like the above,
give rational support to the 1legal prohibition and
punishment of bigamy.?**

Presumably the marriage contract (itself) is thought
to be needed to protect the interests of both parties
once they are in a long-term pair bond. It (the
contract) establishes certain legal rights and duties
between a husband and a wife; rights and duties with

:
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reference to the person with whom the marriage is
contracted and against the world. By the latter I mean
that the couple are legally entitled to particular types
of behaviour from other people, in relation to
thenselves. Also they can expect certain types of
behaviour from each other that other people cannot claim.
Otherwise the contract itself (in western societies
anyway) is quite unlike most legal contracts. It cannot
be amended, or parts omitted to suit the preferences of
the couple concerned. Its provigions are largely
unwritten. Its penalties are unspecified. Prospective
spouses, moreover, are not usually informed of the terms
of the contract. As a result many of its implications
will be unknown to most of the contracting parties. At
the same time, by assenting to the marital contract the
couple publicly accept certain formal obligations for the
rest of their lives. In most cases, no doubt they do so
unreflectively. They are simply conforming to the
existing social/legal practices in which they have been
raised. It seems reasonable to speculate that some
individuals would not agree to the contract if they were
fully aware of the body of reciprocal obligations that
the law and judicial decisions have established, to which
they commit themselves,?

Oof main interest o wus in this essay are the
following three legal reguirements. Firstly, the couple
are legally obliged to engage in an exclusive sexual
relationship. This condition is assumed to be necessary
and to follow from their having been granted a marriage
licence. Both of the partners’ sexual needs, moreover,
are expected to be met within the marriage. Also the
marriage contract commits both of them teo a monogamous
relationship. They contract to give exclusive sexual
rights to each other for as long as they both live,

Just as pervasive as the legal contract in this
context, are the informal norms and customs which are
powerful exerters of pressures upon the marriage
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partners. The nature and extent of the pressure differs
among social groups. But as we noted, there is a
(traditicnal) range of attitudes, values and conduct into
which we are all socialised from infancy, that influence
us to behave in the preferred ways when we are married.
Again they are fixed habits of thought and patterns of
feeling rather than arguments; they may not occupy the
forefront of our minds when we think and act but they
appear to limit and guide the alternatives that present
themselves to us in marriage. In this regard having
sexual affairs outside of marriage is still generally
considered to be morally wrong.

A second legal requirement central to the marriage
contract concerns children. The couple are legally
expected to support any children which may result from
their union. Various laws associated with the marital
contract stipulate the rights and duties that the couple
undertake, if and when they have children.®® ¥Further, the
norms or customs in this context are very pervasive: the
mother, as we will see, is still deemed to be primarily
responsible for their children’s well~being, while the
father is still expected to go out to work to earn the
money to kKeep them all.

A third requirement I wish to highlight is the legal
obligation for the couple to establish and maintain a
shared household.® In the tradition, we noted, the
husband is expected to be the main breadwinner and to
provide for the material needs of his wife and family.?
Posgibly as a result of this, he is considered to be the
head of the matrimonial househcold, by law as well as by
custom. His wife takes on his name and status and within
limits is subject to his authority. ©On the other hand,
also in this tradition, the wife is expected to perform
certain services, such as taking the main responsibility
for doing the shopping, cooking and cleaning.?®

Let us look at some of the arguments which may be
used to persuade a rational person of the value of these
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legal and socilal reguirements.

The sexual justification for the traditional marriage

We noted that one important condition for which the
marriage contract was regqguired, concerned the sexual
relationship between a couple. In the past anyway, a
couple were expected to refrain from sexual intercourse
prior to marriage and they were and are regquired nowadays
both legally and morally to engage in an exclusive sexual
relationship with each other upon getting married. aAnd
there seems to be good dgrounds for all of these
constraints.

Consider, first, the traditional requirement that
sexual intercourse should not take place before marriage.
In the recent past, there was a gtrong norm in the mores
that one should be faithful - in advance so to speak - to
one’s prospective spouse by ‘saving oneself’ sexually for
them alone. This was especially the expectation for
women. The convention (until recently anyway) was that
it is immoral for a full sexual relationship to occur
between two people who are not married. It did not
natter whether they did so with every intention of
marrying at a later stage. When the couple vowed to be
faithful this was considered to be a confirmation of
their past chaste sexual conduct. And there were laws
that tried to gquarantee this norm. For example, if a man
asked for a woman‘s hand in marriage but then before the
wedding reneged on the engagement, he could be sued for
breach of promise. Ona of the supporting reasons seems
to have been that (despite the social prohibition) the
would-be groom might have taken sexual liberties with his
bride-to-be. If he broke off his engagement she would
have to return to the marriage market ‘sullied’ since she
might no longer be a virgin. ‘

In support of the traditional view also it was
recognized that women (particularly teenage girls) could
make a disastrous mistake by having sexual intercourse
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before marriage. Sex before marriage sometimes ilnvolved
deception and exploitation by one or the other partner,
usually the man of the woman, for his own sexual
gratification.® A typical case seems to have been where
a man, in order to get a woman to have sexual intercourse
with him, would dishonestly tell her that he loves her or
that he intends to marry her, and as a result of this,
she would surrender herself sexually to him. More
importantly, a single act of sexual intercourse could
result in the female becoming pregnant, which could in
turn lead to misery due to the unwanted pregnancy.
Single motherhood placed a great burden on a young woman
and her child; as well as the strong social stigma
associated with this state, many young women had a
precarious financial existence.

I should add that in the past, mnethods of
contraception were either unavalilable or guite
unreliable. 8o contraception was not a dependable way of
avoiding unwanted pregnancy. It might be countered that
this was a problem in the past: nowadays techniques of
birth control have reached new levels of efficiency so
that sexual intercourse may take place with 1little
likelihood of pregnancy. And since with readily
avallable and safe contraception, a woman can avoid
becoming pregnant, if sexual intercourse is entered into
responsibly by both partners, surely this is no longer a
good reason why it should not occur premaritally.

However it could be pointed out that despite the
availability of reliable contraceptives, in recent times
the number of premarital pregnancies have increased.®' No
doubt the causes for this increase are complex. Any list
of contributing factors would have to include a variety
of social conditions, like the fact that the media is
filled with representations of casual sex, which in turn
could result in a casual attitude towards contraception.
Another contributing cause might be the fact that
abortion is legally permitted and in most western
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countries is quite easily obtained. Given such factors,
together with the normal conditions of adolescence (lack
of maturity and responsibility, peer pressure to engage
in sexual intercourse, etc.) it is little wonder that
premarital pregnancies abound.

However there 1is a stronger a priori 1line of
argument which attempts to show why premarital sex is
wrong. Young unmarried people must lack the appropriate
level of responsibility for a satisfactory sexual
relationship. Scruton (1996) tries to give philosophical
support for this view.*® Firstly, he (1996:84) clainms
that our sexual development cannot be separated from our
development as persons. Thus how we learn to deal with
our sexuality when we are young is c¢rucial to the kind of
persons we become as adults., Our beliefs and attitudes
concerning sex contribute, for good or bad, to our adult
sense of self-worth and dignity. From this, Scruton
(1996:85) goes on to claim that only an upbringing in
which one abstains from sexual intercourse will yield the
desired level of self-worth and dignity. ©On the other
hand, if the preferred kind of attitude is not developed,
sex is likely to be regarded as being a merely physical
act, which in turn may lead us to wuse our bodies
indiscriminately to satisfy our sexual needs whenever
they arise. With this in mind, Scruton (1996:84) writes:

The child [ought to] regard his body as sacred, -
apd as subiject to pollution by misperception or
misuse.
In other words, to engage in sexual intercourse when we
are immature could lead to a lack of respect for our own
bodies (and by extension, a lack of respect for
ourselves).

From this perspective, sexual intercourse ought only
to be experienced by mature, well-adjusted persons. For
only in such cases is it likely that all aspects of the
individual’s ’personhood’ will be involved - the right or
appropriate emotions, thoughts, desires. In this way
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Scruton (1996:87) claims:
...the self and its responsibility [ocught to
be] involved and indissolubly linked to the
pleasures and passions of the body.
In short, a person’s whole being needs to be involved
when sexual intercourse occurs. Furthermore only when
the act is experienced in this way, is a person likely
also to see his or her sexual partner as a complete
perscnality - not just an object to be used for their own
gratification - and this in turn implies respect for
one’s partner. Thus to engage in acceptable sexual
relationships requires firstly, that we have the
appropriate 1level of maturity to engage our whole
personality in the act and, secondly, that we genuinely
care for and respect the other person; we do not merely
desire their body. and for these reasons, Scruton
(1996:85) writes, we ought to impede the sexual impulse
...until such a time as it may attach itself to
the inter-personal project...of union with
another person...
For so long as the two conditions are not met, we ought
not to have sexual intercourse.

At first blush, we might think that there is
something in the claim that the sexual act needs to be
integrated into the wider emctional and intellectual life
of a person. But this does not lead to the conclusion
that sexual activity ought only to occur within marriage.
All that is necessary is that a would-be lover has not
only sexual desire for the other person but genuine
feelings of affection for them. So on Scruton’s account
there seems to be noc reason why couples - cohabiting
couples, long-term lovers - in whom the appropriate
affection as well as passion is present, should not have
sexual intercourse.

But Scruton (1996:85) goes on to claim that when we
consider the changeableness of human desire, how wen -~
and to a certain extent women - are prone to philander,
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in order to prove that we genuinely care for and respect
our sexual partner, we need also added dguarantees of
sincerity and fidelity. And only marriage can provide
these guarantees. Hence a mature couple who are in a
long-term pair bond should not have intercourse because
they will lack the trust and reliance that can only be
found in matrimony. If these arguments seem to be
familiar it is ©perhaps because many of us were
traditionally brought up to value chastity for reasons
not dissimilar to those above.

Of course Scruton’s confident asséertions contain a
number of assumptions that could be contested. It might
be counter-asserted, for instance, that sex does not need
to be taken so seriously. Amongst other things, it can
be a means by which we express our love. On the other
hand, it can be argued that amongst consenting adults
there is no good reason nowadays why sexual activity
should not be engaged in simply for pleasure, it may be
just the desire to have contact with another person’s
body and the pleasure which is derived therefrom. If it
is enjoyable and safe and no-one eise gets hurt, why not
do it?

Further, why should an unmarried person be obliged
to involve herself in the moral socul-searching about sex
that Scruton reguires, as copposed to any other aspect of
her life? She night say: ‘No doubt sexual relationships
are very important to some people and need to be an
interpersonal preoject for them but if others think
differently, who is to say they should not?’ Even if it
could be shown that loving sex within a marriage is
better - more pleasurable or fulfilling than loveless sex
(which as we will see, 1s forcefully denied) - what is
the moral significance of the difference? If both
partners are consenting adults who take the necessary
precautions against pregnancy and disease, and no-one
else gets hurt, it is unclear why a non-married couple
should not engage in sex for pleasure if they choose.
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A corollary of this counter-claim is that Just
because some (or even many) vyoung couples behave
irresponsibly prior to marriage by having casual or
unprotected sex and this results in unwanted pregnancies,
this should not be a sufficient reason to require that
all non-married couples should be obliged to restrict
their sex lives to intercourse within marriage. The
solution lies in education and easy access to birth
control, not in harsh prohibitions. In which case, on
this argument non-marrieds have no obvious obligation to
remain chaste; or what seems to be even worse, to get
married in order to have sex.

For there is another side to the counter-claim
against Scruton. As we shall see, a good sexual
relationship is considered to be one of the important
bases for a good marriage (see pp.226-233}. But this
seems to be a sound reason why people should see they are
sexually compatible with one another before they commit
themselves in marriage. On the other hand, surely young
people should not enter marriage - as many of them seem
to have done in the past - nerely to satisfy their
growing desire to have sexual intercourse with each
other.** Erotic love whilst it may be intense does not
always develop into the sort of love which is necessary
for a couple if they are to achieve a good marriage. For
such reasons, it might be claimed that the restrictive
social attitude towards unmarried people having sexual
intercourse is not -Jjustified.

Lastly, we have noted the claim that if sex is not
discouraged before marriage, this will increase the
possibility of deception and exploitation by one or the
other partner (to strive to have intercourse simply for
his or her own sexual gratification). But while it may
be true that people can suffer in such ways in sexual
relationships before or outside of marriage, surely it is
egually true that the same or similar things can happen

inside marriage. Just because sex is safely confined to

LSk sowia
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marriage and hedged~around with legal and social
safeguards, this does not mean that sex will be morally
unproblematic in the marital setting.

Let us briefly turn to a second legal aspect
concerned with the set of reciprocal sexual obligations
which apply as a result of marriage. As we noted, both
of the partners sexual needs are expected to be mnet
within the marriage. To this end, it is thought that
husbands and wives should be sexually available to one
another and be responsive to each other’s reasonable
sexual approaches. (What is held to be ‘reasonable’ is
beyond the scope of this chapter.) However some measure
of sexual intercourse is expected and this expectation is
reinforced as a legal right of each spouse. Thus to
refuse to engage in sexual intercourse from the beginning
of the marriage is grounds for annulment (both according
to Canon Law as well as Civil Law). In effect, to marry
and then to deny sex is considered fraudulent; if one of
them refuses to meet this expectation, they have deceived
the frustrated partner. Withholding sex for too long a
period at a later stage in the marriage is alsc seen as
a serious breach of their legal contract. It is possible
to sue for divorce on the grounds of ‘unreasonable
behaviour’ .

However we might question the entitlement of a law
that requires each to be sexually available to the other
within the marriage. Despite her disinclination or
aversion to the sexual act with her husband, at some
times in the marriage a wife is required by law to be
sexually available to him. A worrying implication of
this 1is that it seems to make rape impossible in
marriage. For a husband can always defend his demand for
sexual intercourse with his reluctant wife in terms of
his legal entitlement. Let it suffice to say for the
moment that rape can be a particularly offensive form of
marital violence. Most of us would geo on to say that
rather than being a justified legal requirement, changes
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in the law are required to permit charges to be brought
by wives in such instances, Jjust as they can in cases of
other forms of abuse (sce pp.243-2486).

This brings us to the third aspect of sex which
seems in the past to have been used to justify the
marriage contract. It concerns the pledge in the
marriage vow ‘to forsake all others’/. Husbands and wives
commit themselves to confine their sexual activities to
the mnarriage; they contract to abstain from sexual
relationships outside of their marriage.®® There are many
reasons for this. For the moment we might try to find
rational support for the demand for fidelity merely in
the fact that adultery is an obvious breach of the
contract; a violation of an aspect of the contract to
which, it seems guite reasonable to believe, both
partners have knowingly and willingly consented. Their
marriage contract was a plain sign to each of them - and
to the rest of the world - of their acceptance of the
requirement of sexual fidelity.

But this response begs the question: for we want to
know 1if a promise of sexual exclusivity should be a
matter for a legal contract in the first place. This is
to say, we might gquestion if the law should have an
interesgt in this aspect of the sexual behavicur of the
married couple? At first blush, it might seem to be
merely a relic of our legal/cultural history when, as I
suggested, the concern seems to have been that any acts
of sexual intercourse could result in an unwanted
pregnancy. But it seems difficult to Jjustify the
contract in these terms in modern times when sexual
intercourse - outside of marriage -~ can be safely engaged
in and need not lead to conception. But clearly there is
more to the demand for exclusivity than this. (We will
diecuss this in detail in pp.247-258.)

The marriage contract is needed for children

A related matter which is used to Jjustify the
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marriage contract, we noted, concerns reproduction.®® The
contract stipulates certain rights and duties the couple
accept, if and when they have children. Not all
marriages produce children of course - and not all
children are born within marriage ~ but at some point in
marriage nearly every couple will decide whether or not
they will try to have ¢hildren. (Usually their decision
on this matter is revealed by thelr adopting methods of
contraception in order to avoid having children.) If
they do have them, the care and upbringing of their
children becomes a central element in the laws relating
to their marriage and thereby is used to -justify the need
for a contract.

Earlier we questioned if the law should be entitled
to regulate the private lives of individuals (in their
sexual relationship). It seems that here we find a good
reason for it doing sc. For it was suggested in Chapter
One that women are naturally inclined to attachment and
dependence on men during their childbearing years; and at
the same time, men are naturally inclined teo engage in
many sexual affairs. As a result, at least prior to
effective contraception, they could go around fathering
children with no accompanying commitment to their
partner’s or to their offspring’s support. So at least
some form of legal requirement seems to be Jjustified as
a response to this ‘natural state of things’. The law is
needed to tie men down to the job of protecting, helping
and maintaining their wives and families, during their
progeny’s infancy and the woman’s childbearing years.
Hence it might seem that the traditional marriage
contract can be defended by an argument based upon the
advantages for women and children.

However what the argument above more exactly
suggests is that laws relating to the rearing of children
need to be binding on fathers by virtue of their being
parents, not on men and women by virtue of their being
married. We need the law to ensure that men -~ married or
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single - should be subject to legal penalties and social
disapproval if they are found not to have fully accepted
the responsibility of fathering a child. In other words,
given the concern is for the protection of women and
children, we need laws to make sure that they are as
materially secure as possible if men try to avoid these
responsibilities.®” But there is another side to this
coin. If the law is reguired to protect women and their
children - i.e. to make sure that fathers help and
maintain their families -~ we would not seem to need laws
binding women to men (as we find in the present marriage
contract) since - if this aspect of the sociobkiological
thesis is correct - a woman, being vulnerable and
dependent during this period, would need and want to keep
the relationship going with the father of her children.

However, we find in the sociobiological account also
a possible justification for men wanting to tie women
down to a legal contract, (in a way that is different
from the reasons why women might want to tie men down).
Men need a legal contract in order to control their mate
- who, if the sociobiologist is correct, are by nature
mildly philanderous - so that they (men) can identify
their children as their own, which women, unconstrained,
cannot be relied upon to allow them to do. Women, by
virtue of the nature of pregnancy and childbirth, are
able to identify their own offspring and to comnit
themselves to them, knowing the infant to be their own.
Men are not. To put the point differently: in Hume’s
(1911:268) words,

...in order to induce the men to...undergo
cheerfully all the fatigues and expenses, to
which [marriage] subjects them, they must
believe that the children are their own...
In other words, this aspect of the marriage contract can
be defended by an argument based on the advantages for
men. They need to be certain of their paternity so that

they are sure it is indeed their progeny in whom they are




61

investing their time and resources and, in some cases,
who will inherit their wealth.®® A legal contract with
their mate might be thought to be taking steps in this
direction.

This seems also to be a plausible candidate for the
exclusivity clause in the contract which is aimed at
limiting sexual relationships to one’s marital partner.
It seems to be IJjustified due to the unacceptable
consequences that might result for either partner when
pregnancies occur f£rom non-marital sexual affairs.
Further, it might be argued that we need to commit
ourselves legally, in particular, since the cooperation
of both partners is reguired when having and raising
children. On these grounds alone, we might think that
there are good reasons for the State still setting a
legal framework for the monogamous long~term pair bond.
The law is needed to ensure that both the father and the
mother take the responsibilities of parenthood
seriously.?®

However we do not need to marry to take seriously
the responsibilities of parenthood. Nowadays single
parent families are commonplace and most of them seem
well able to cope. The well-being of children might be
equally well provided for by a group of women or men.
There is of course no a priori reason why this should not
be so. And even 1if such parenthood is regarded as
undesirable, it could bhe argued that all that +this
discussion has shown is that we need laws which govern
the responsibilities of adults by virtue of their being
parents, not by virtue of their being married. Moreover,
if the State is concerned with the best interests of
children, surely it could and should grant all children
as many rights as is necessary for their interests to be
met, guite independently of the marital status of their
parents.

One last point could be added to those above. The
arguments in this context for marriage will not justify
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the legal contract for either party when the couple do
not have children or when their grown-up children have
left the family home. If they marry only for the sake of
their children there would be no cbvious ground for their
living together after the children have left home. And
there would be little point of marriage on these grounds
for couples who choose not to have a chiid at all,

Let us now consider the third argument I mentioned
in favour of a marital contract.

Financial and domestic justifications for marriage

A quite different Fjustification for the marriage
contract concerns the fact that in most long-term pair
bonds, increasingly complex financial and property
arrangements develop. When a man and a woman Jlive
together they typically acquire a common dwelling,
household furniture, a family c¢ar, and have many other
common financial interests. It seems mutually beneficial
to preserve the financial interests and property
entitlements of both parties in a legal contract. The
marriage contract serves in this way. It gives each of
the partners an econonmic and residential guarantee that
both of them will keep to their (mutual) financial and
domestic commitments.

However even if provisions relating te financial and
domestic arrangements are thought to be desirable, it
could be argued that a more specifically financial or
property agreement - than we find in the present marriage
contract - is needed to meet these assorted desiderata.
For- example, if we really are concerned about the
protection of both parties’ financial and property
interests in an unprejudiced way, presumably, in such an
agreement we would try to arrange for the protection of
the weaker party’s interests (usually the wife’s
interests). we might, for instance, try to make the
financially weaker of the two stronger by giving them
extra powers to defend themselves in the event of a
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breakdown of the pair bond. Alternatively we might try
to lessen the powers of the financially stronger; or at
least make rules to prevent them getting richer as a
result of +the breakdown. As Radcliffe Richards
(1994:370) writes:

.».you would...want to make sure that [women]

were left as well off as possible whenever men

did try to evade their responsibilities...
What these brief considerations indicate, if they are
correct, is that a financial or property contract is
needed rather than the mnore wide-~ranging marriage
contract.

There are many (other) provisions in the laws
relating to the marriage contract which reinforce this
practical aspect of the relationship. The State, for
instance, legally obliges married couples to live
together. Temporary separations ~ due to war, employment
or illness - are accepted but it is expected that in
normal situations the husband and wife will 1ive
together. Refusal by one partner to do this for a long
veriod of +ime (whern they could do so) 1is usually
interpreted as desertion and is a reason for concluding
that the marriage has broken-down irretrievably.*

Over and above merely living together, a husband is
held responsible for providing a suitable hone for his
wife and family. Presumably by ‘a suitable home’ is
meant accommodation of their own, if the hushand is
financially able to provide it. We seem to think also
that the home should reflect the husband’s financial and
social status. If he insists they live in a sqgualid
apartment when he has the financial resources to provide
better housing for them, this too is grounds for the wife
to feel aggrieved {mental cruelty) and is a reason for
concluding that the marriage has broken-down. Further,
a wife has a right to be the sole mistress of the home.*
If a husband placed his mnistress there, this would be
treated as a breach of the marriage contract. (Similar
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prohibitions would apply mutatis mutandis 1if a woman
tried to introduce her lover into the home.)

But we might protest that married people might
choose to live in an open sexual relationship.** and so
we might question if this is the proper business of the
law. Of course it is the law’s business only if one of
the partners decides to make it so by objecting to this
arrangement. Social pressures of this kind can be
formidable. However, like Mill (1975:71) we might insist
that the only purpose for which the law or social
pressures

...can be rightfully exercised over a member of

a civilized community against his will, is to

prevent harm to others.
As fear of pregnancy has been removed by reliable
contraception, women in such an open relationship no
longer need legal protection against unwanted
pregnancies; men no longer need to fear having to raise
another man’s child. So on the face of things, if they
both agree to such a relationship, we may question if the
law or society is entitled to trv to regulate private
lives in this way. '

There are other marital and domestic advantages for
men and women to be gained beyond those I have suggested
so far. For instance, living on her own a woman might
feel incompetent to handle the maintenance of her home,
plumbing and electricity repairs, aggressive sales
people, etc. 0©On the other hand, since most housework in
the traditional marriage is done by a woman, a man nmight
choose marriage rather than put himself in a situation
where his workload is almost doubled. And even if both
partners feel competent to deal with every domestic
aspect of living alone, the prospect of dealing with then
all by themselves may seem overwhelming. However, in
such cases a long-term pair bond would seem to meet the
practical needs of the individuals involved just as well.
It is absurd to suggest that someone who seeks assistance
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with his or her domestic concerns will find this only in
marriage.

In this section we have considered some of the
reasons which support the legal requirements and social
pressures which are given to Jjustify the traditional
marriage contract. There are of course many other such
provisions which we have not discussed. I have argued
that if a contract is needed to protect both partners in
a long~term pair bond, it could be directed at more
specific constraints on a married couple’s sexual,
reproductive, financial and domestic conduct, rather than
the provisions which the present ubigquitous marital
contract provides.

Traditional marriage and the well-ordered society

In an attempt to justify the marriage contract,
something needs to be said about the value to the wider
society of this relationship. When a man and a woman
decide to marry, the decision may seem to them to be one
that concerns only themselves or their immediate
relatives and friends; so also does the decision about
whether or not to have a child, to rent or te buy a
house, to move from cne district to another, or to stay
together or to separate - all of these must seem to the
couple to be decisions having consequences primarily for
themselves. Yet at the same time, marriage and divorce
rates increase or decrease, the population explodes or
shrinks, houses and school buildings multiply or decline,
the economy booms or falters; in other words, the
cumulative effects of the decisions made by couples
shape, for better or for worse, the whole of society.
Thus it could be argued that society tooc has an interest
in maintaining the on~going marital tradition. It is not
surprising then that we find that not only through the
law but also due to many other practical pressures, norms
and customs, society generally exerts a clear pro-
marriage influence. Speaking generally, marriage is
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regarded as necessary for a stable well-ordered society.

A good discussion in support of this view - that
marriages are needed for a stable well~ordered society -
would need a logically and empirically sound argument
setting out what such social norms and pressures might
be; then we would need to consider counterfactuals about
the sorts of things which might occur if the monogamous
marital contract were to cease or did not exist within
it, (and there would need to be evidence in support of
this, not -just an absence of evidence for the opposite
view). However we can avoid some unnecessary exposition
by considering those aspects of Rawls’ {(1972) account of
a stable, well-ordered society which tend to show how the
latter has an interest in fostering the traditional
marital relationship. (Presumably factors like those
discussed also reinforce the general belief people have
concerning the worthwhile nature of marriage as an
institution.)

On Rawls’ account of the matter, a well-ordered
society would seem to have an interest in preserving and
encouraging marriage; or a well-ordered society is more
likely to be achieved or preserved where monogamous
marriage is the practice. This claim can be supported by
a number of considerations we have not yet covered.
Firstly, we noted that monogamous marriage regulates
sexual behaviour and this has clear advantages for a
well~ordered society. It is the traditional acceptable
ocutlet for what we saw is a very strong biological force
which rises up inside individuals and needs to be
controlled.* Marriage is (and is expected to be) the
usual relationship in which sexual activity occurs, if
only because s0 many people are married for the major
part of their lives. When people marry, moreover, they
do not expect to have to compete with others for their
spouse’s sexual favours., They expect to be the only one
in their partner’s sexual life. When there is a more-or-
less permanent coupling of people, as there is due to the
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traditional marriage, this means that sexual competition
for members of the opposite gender, jealousies,
resentments, and the friction to which all of this can
give rise, will almost certainly be reduced. Thus it
seems reasonable to claim that it is in the interests of
the smooth running of society - to avoid constant
jealousy and sexual competition - that people’s sexual
needs are and ought to be mainly satisfied within the
marital relationship.

Secondly, in the marriage contract, a spouse
promises to be sexually faithful. If he or she then
indulges in extra-marital sexual activity this will
prokably hurt his or her partner, and perhaps other
members of their family, friends and associates.*® This
aspect of marriage too fits in with what Rawls has to say
about a well-ordered society. He (1972:347) writes:

In a well-ordered society...when its members
give promises there is a reciprocal recognition
of their intention to put themselves under an
obligation and a shared raticnal belief that
this obligation is honoured.
Rawls claims not merely that we should keep ocur promises
but that a well-ordered society will have promise keeping
institutionsg; one facet of which (presumably) is fidelity
in marriage. In other words, in a very practical way
marriage reinforces the practice of promise-keeping which
is necessary to a well-ordered society. (But only if we
overlock the wvery many cases where the pronise Iin
question is broken.)

Thirdly, we have seen that monogamous marriage is
thought to be the institution best-suited to the rearing
of children. If this is so, this is of interest to
society generally, for at least two reasons. Firstly, as
we noted, infants are wvulnerable, they are unable to
perform the most basic tasks for themselves. In most
cases within marriage, both the father and mother are
glad to take on the new responsibilities for another
member of the family; they are more than willing to meet
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the child’s need for security, nourishment, and so on.
This is to say, insofar as a well-ordered society has an
interest in the protection and well-being of children (as
future citizens) living within it, it could be argued
that a married couple, rather than other agencies in
society, can best provide the necessary protective
environment for them.

Again following Rawls (1972:107), for a society to
be well-ordered, there needs to be adeguate provision for
the training and socialization of children. As they grow
up, they need to be controlled and trained if they are to
develop into socially well-adjusted adults. Tt could be
argued that marriage provides an effective way of meeting
the above. In the marital setting, for instance, the
child shares the same name as its parents, the same home,
the same neighbourhood, the same collective reputation,
the same intricate ‘private culture’ of its parents’
making. Usually the child shares the same sources of
pleasure and the same areas of conflict; the same
vagaries of fortune, the sanme losses and griefs as its
parents. Alsc children are wusually taught the
appropriate (socially approved) nornms, values and modes
of behaviour within this relationship; for instance, the
qualities of kindliness and sympathy, of cooperation and
forbearance, of tolerance, Jjustice and impartiality, of
generous concern for the freedom or the fulfilment of
others.* In short, it is claimed that this is the
setting within which the child’s basic experience of day-
to-day values is most likely to occur. Children trained
in the preferred social wvalues are necessary, Rawls
(1972:491~494) writes, for them to become motivated to
become citizens of a well-ordered society. In this way,
the married couple, it is thought, are best-suited to fit
the next generation for life in the society.*

Clearly where children are reared by their parents,
the latter will have a strong influence on them. But
this is not to argue that this ought to be so. We need
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to know at least if the influence is good or bad for the
children. We should not overlook the fact, for instance,
that instead of learning kindness and sympathy from their
parents, children might learn mainly indifference and
cruelty; instead of cooperation and tolerance, they might
learn egotism and antagenism; instead of tolerance,
dogmatism and obstinacy; instead of concern for others,
the ability to dominate the other (whether by overt
bullying or in psychologically more subtle ways).*" Along
similar lines, it could be argued that if children are
subjected to gratuitous violence and other forms of abuse
by their mother and father, there would be strong
arguments for the removal of children from such parents.

A fourth value of the marriage to the wider society
is that a married couple play a central role in the
economic life of a well-ordered society.*® In this
regard, a married couple may be thought of in terms of a
basic consuming unit (rather than a producing cone). They
need houses, cars, a host of gadgets and services all of
which, presumahkly, helps to keep an economy flourishing.
From a societal point of view, this is to say, married
couples are important elements (probably the most
important decision-makers) in the private sector econamy.

Once adgain, it could be pointed out that nowadays
there are many kinds of relationships that could eqgually
well serve as the important economic unit. In present
times, there is a wide diversity in bonding and family
patterns; ranging from same sex pair bonds, to one parent
families, cohabiting partners with (and without)
children, and so on. Surely each would operate just as
well as a basic consuming unit. Further, given these
patterns of diversity, the idea of forcing the population
into a single type of relationship ~ the ’‘traditional
marital wunit’ - for economic purposes (or for the
purposes of a stable and well-ordered society) would
require a level of social engineering which most of us
would find distasteful and would want to resist.
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The Church’s justification of traditional marriage

Such a sketch would not be satisfactory if something
was not added concerning the influence of the Church in
supporting the traditional marriage. Like most
religions, Christianity has an interest in wmwaintaining
the institution of marriage. In the past, it has largely
shaped family life through its control of marriage and it
still has very considerable sway today.”® In short, the
laws and the mores of society have been reinforced by the
religious system.®® I will highlight just two of the
arguments for marriage given by the church that we have
not discussed so far.

One argument is that marriage alone provides the
structure in which the couple can foster their mutual
love and companionship. The authorities in the Anglican
Church (An Anglican Prayer Book 1988:458) put the matter
thus:

...1ln marriage alone, sex and affection find
their +true and lasting expression in an
indissoluble relationship.

Once married, a couple have the best relationship in

which to love each other. Furthermore, it seems they
have a religious duty to do so (to love each other). We
might guestion both assertions. Firstly, merely to

assert that only in marriage can sex and affection find
their true expression, is to beg an important question.
We will see shortly that non-married couples, living in
a long-term love bond, forcefully deny this. So we need
independent arguments to show why this is so (if it is).
Secondly, it is difficult to see how love can be a duty
in the marital relationship when, perhaps for reasons for
which neither of the couple are to blame, their mutual
love has ceased. In other words, is a duty to love one’s
marriage partner coherent?® (We will take this up also
in the next chapter.)

A second claim given by the church about marriage is
that it (marriage) is a sacrament ordained by God; as
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such, it is a supposedly unbreakable bond between
spouses., Pope Leo XIII {(quoted in Fletcher 1973:39)
stated the matter as follows:
...in Christian marriage the contract is
inseparable from the sacrament, and for this
reason the contract cannot be true and
legitimate without being a sacrament as well.®
It is claimed (in Christian doctrine) that God blesses
each conventional marital bend and actively looks after
it. It is well-known that one conseguence the Catholic
Church drawse from this belief - that marriage is a
sacrament in its own right, constituting an indissoluble
union - is that divorce is wrong. And even in other
denominations of the church, it is not surprising that -~
particularly in the past - divorce was difficult to
obtain and shameful to acknowledge. But why should
anyone believe that when two people marry, God blesses
their union?

Tt might be comforting to believe this. Choosing a
mate and settling down to the routine of married life is
not always done without regrets. Presumably it helps if
one believes that one’s union is blessed in heaven.
Furthermore having married this particular person, the
idea that ’in God’s eyes’ he or she is the only one for
you, sets the relationship apart from others that one
might have had. For if God (omniscient and all loving)
has Jjoined one together, one’s relationship must be
unigque and irreplaceable.

However this seems to overlook the fact that the
latter will happen - the relationship will become unigue
and irreplaceable - without one needing to suppose that
it must be due to God’s benign intervention. For after
they marry, a couple inevitably develop a joint history,
a series of meaningful shared commitments and
experiences, that in time will make their relationship
seem to be unique and irreplaceable. The claim that ’‘in
God’s eyes!’ one’s marital partner is ’the only one for
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yvou’ alsco would need to answer the point we made earlier
- in our discussion of the implications of sociobiology -
that we could be successfully matched with indefinitely
many partners. Although ‘the one and only’ claim is
still rhetorically influential, as we have seen from our
discussion of sociobiology (p.21) the evidence seems to
be weighted against it.

Conclusion

I hope that enough has been said in this chapter to
show that society, the State and the church regard
marriage as worthwhile. The State has built a framework
of legal requirements and judicial decisions in order to
protect this institution. However, we have seen that it
is doubtful that a reflective person should accept some
or all of these requirements. There are arguments which
show why society generally, and the church in particular,
support the tradition of marriage, and the parameters of
conduct that are required by the tradition. But once
again, many of these claims are not supported by good
reasons. S0 the guestion remains: what possibie rsasons
could anyone have nowadays for deciding to marry? Or to
put the guestion in another way: why dc we regard this

decision as worthwhile?
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Chapter Three
Some necessary conditions for a good marriage

We noted earlier how it 1s generally thought that
when a couple decide to marry, they are doing something
worthwhile and that as a result of this decision - if
they have a good marriage -~ their lives will be changed
for the better. For we noted also how those who have a
good marriage are thought to have something really worth
having. The problem with these claims is that whilst
they may be correct, they are very general; they do not
tell us, firstly, what conditions need to be met for a
marital relationship to be regarded as ‘a good marriage’,
and secondly, what it is about a good marriage that is so
worthwhile. In this chapter, I want to ask what reason ~
or reasons, for most of the things we believe, we believe
for more than one reason -~ could be given to support
these generally held beliefs.

Clearly different people might give a wide range of
sometimes conflicting reasons which they regard as
important if a marriage is to be thought of as good.
Some people might regard things 1like mutual sexual
satisfaction, or having children, or having a home and
family of one’s own as important; others night see self-
development, intensity of experience, or even honour, as
vital elements of a good marriage.® This does not mean,
however, that there are not some general criteria to
which hearly everyone would agree. In this chapter I
will identify the more important of them; for instance,
a good marriage must meet the desire most individuals
have for a close friend, or for a soulmate, or the love
we feel for our partners must flourish in this type of
relationship. For many, the requirement goes beyond the
latter. The hope seems to be that where their love is

fully reciprocated, this will integrate and (somehow)
‘merge’ both of them. There are conditions, in other




74

words, which most of us would accept to be important
necessary conditions for the idea of a good marriage to
apply and in the absence of which, we would find it
difficult to understand why someone should regard a
particular marriage to be worth having. However, we will
see that all of these factors are just as relevant to
long—~term non-marital cohabitation as they are to a good
marriage, so we will need to consider also if there is
anything over and above factors which can be found in
long-term cohabitation which make a good marital
relationship more rewarding. I will suggest two: the
kind of commitment we find in marriage and the belief
that marriage will bring the couple a distinct form of
happiness,

Close friends

Firstly, people marry and remain married because
they hope to find in this relationship a close friend.
Of course, close friendship is not something that can
only be achieved in marriage. Nonetheless one of the
reasons that is given to explain the decision to marry or
to remain married is that close friendship is a condition
that will be met in a good marital tie.? So what does the
notion of ‘close friendship’ involve?

At its most basic, this might be seen simply in
terms of a need to overcome feelings of isolation or
separateness.”’ It is commonly assumed +that most
unattached people experience a sense of isolation, of
being separate from others, and they do not like this.
There appears to be a need in all of us to overcome these
feelings. As Fromm (1985:15) writes:

The deepest need of man...is the need to
overcome his separateness, to leave the prison
of his aloneness.®
In a close friendship with a member of the opposite sex
(that we find in a good marriage) we meet this need.® T
can think of no a priori reason why this should be so.
It could have been the case that most of us are able to
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achieve mental equilibrium in casual relationships with
others, or in isolation from one another. However we do
not. and we have considered an explanation of the
evolutionary kind as to why this might be so. If as
adults we are gene—-governed to pair bond then we will be
unhappy in circumstances where this condition goes unmet
for a long period of time.

The desire for a close friend, however, is different
from simply not wanting to be alone. It is not djust a
wish to remedy something lacking in one’s life; it is
rather the desire for a positive experience. So what
does this positive notion of ‘friendship’ inveolve?
Elizabeth Telfer’s (1971) analysis of the relationship is
informative and I shall make use of her account. She
(1971:224) identifies three necessary conditions of
friendship: ’reciprocal services, mutual contact and
joint pursuits’.

The first condition, Telfer (1271:223) suggests, is
that a couple who are friends will want to do things for
each other. She (ibid) writes:

...there is a certain type of activity which
all friends, gqua friends, engage in: the
performing of services of all kinds for some
other person.
This claim is not wholly satisfactory. Obviously if
onefs friend is far away, due to employment perhaps, or
if one‘s spouse is a permanent invalid, a reciprocal
performing of services will not be possible. However we
can modify the condition to fa willingness to do things
for each other’. A close friend must be willing to help
her partner and to feel able to ask him to do things for
her -~ the usual things, like collecting hexr library
books, visiting her ailing mother, and unusual things,
like loaning something to her that he valuss - and he
must feel able to make the same demands of her. To put
this point differently: to be close friends entails a
willingness to perform such services for each other; we
would not understand the use of the concept if neither
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was ever willing to do so. Incidentally, it seems
empirically true to say also that this arrangement cannot
be too one-sided. If we put ourselves too much inte our
friend’s debt, the relationship becomes unequal. ‘This
can put a strain on any kind of friendship. If, say, a
wife is always doing things for her husband and she
receives no reciprocal service, she might well resent
this -~ which 1is not conducive to the continuing
friendship (or in turn to our idea of a good marriage).

While ‘a willingness to perform services for each
other’ may be necessary, obviocusly it is not a sufficient
condition of friendship. Reciprocity of this kind is a
common occurrence in all sorts of everyday relationships.
As Telfer (1971:223) points out, I may regularly do some
shopping for the old woman next door while she 1looks
after my child, or I may often help a colleague by
lending him a book and vice versa. This sort of guid pro
guo activity need not mean that we are friends, It need
not be done out of friendship at all but out of duty, or
it may be a matter merely of one conforming to the
accepted social or work practice. More importantly,
friendship based only on this condition suggests it is
founded on mntual usefulness whereas it would not make
sense to ask of most friendships: how useful are you to
one another?®

A second condition Telfer (1971:225) suggests that
needs to be met for the couple to bhe friends is that they
desire, at least on some occasions, to be in one
another’s company and derive pleasure from this. They
may desire to be with each other because they want to
pursue projects with one another; or it might be due to
their shared past history; ‘We were playmates as
children.’ Or it may be because of their similar way of
thinking. This ig akin to Kant’s (19921:216) view that to
be friends the couple need to share the same intellectual
and moral principles; their desire to be together may bhe
due to a similar moral seriousness and shared moral
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purpose.’ An association with another person which meets
this condition, however, may still not be one of
friendship, for it is compatible with relations we may
have with non-friends. Sometimes we night desire the
company of someone whom we know to be a scoundrel - and
whom we do not consider to be a friend at all.?

In addition to the above, a third condition of
friendship Telfer (1971:222) suggests is that there must
be mutually satisfying, shared activities. Whatever it
is they want to do with their lives, the couple are
expected to want to do at least some of the important
things together.® They may go to the theatre or on
holiday together; they may pursue joint hobbies, start a
business together, and so on. Thase activities are
supposed to be enjoyed all the more because they are
carried out with each other. On the other hand, if most
of the things they do are enjoyed only by one of then
then we think that an important element of friendship is
lacking for the bored partner.

There is still something important missing, however,
from the account above. It is not enough that our friend
does a service for us, wants to spend his time with us
and likes to do things with us, we expect all of this to
be motivated by the fact that he or she values us.
‘Valuing us’ is not simply a flow of feelings in which,
so to speak, the owner 1is passive. It has an active
side. It is manifest in the attitude he has towards us,
positively endorsed by his behaviour towards us. He
shows this not merely in giving or doing things but, for
instance, in his goodwill towards us, by his showing
pleasure at our presence, or by giving us support and
encouragement as we attempt to realize our own projects.
The point is: if the activities above are to be regarded
as acts of friendship this is because we believe that our
friend values us or that he feels a selfless concern for
us.'® On the other hand, if X believes that Y has an
ulterior motive for some assistance he has given her -
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for instance, if she believes that it was really done for
his self~-interest or his own profit - then it would be a
mistdke to regard this as an act of friendship. His
motives or intentions must be those of a friend.

We can make the point in another way. If they are
friends, each must feel and show a genuine and
significant level of care and concern for the other’s
welfare. We can see this more clearly when we
distinguish between ‘caring for‘ which involves emotions,
motives and attitudes, and ‘taking care of’ which
involves effective action and sometimes may not be
motivated by care. When we ‘take care’ of someone, if we
nurse them, for example, we may do so from motives other
than caring for them, such as the financial reward this
brings. In contrast, the notion of ‘caring for’ with
which we are concerned follows from the idea of wvaluing
the other person. This sentiment may be demonstrated in
any number of ways. For instance, we can be moved by
each other‘s happiness., If X‘s friend, Y, feels pleased,
then X can feel pleased for him. If ¥’s pleasure is the
result of an action of another party, 2, X can warm
towards Z and Z2’s action. She will approve of what Z has
done. On the other hand, if her friend ¥ suffers, X will
feel distress for him. If the suffering 1is caused
non~accidentally by another party, Z, she may well feel
hostile towards Z or Z’s actions. We think that she
should morally disapprove of what Z has done.

There can be no doubt that married couples, even in
a good marriage, differ in the way they value or show
their care and concern for each other. There are times,
no doubt, when this sentiment may be lacking or
inhibited. One may be so wrapped up with one’s own
problems that one may overlook one’s partner’s distress.
However if this were always to be the case - if one or
both of them never cared or felt genuine concern for the
happiness or well-being of the other - we would serioﬁsly
doubt that they had a close friendship, to say nothing of
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a good marriage.

A dguestion which arises now is: is friendship so
analysed a sufficient account of the kind of friendship
we suppose to exist in a good marriage? Clearly, it is
not. Firstly, our friendships, on Telfer’s account,
could be many and short-lived. I may well enjoy
reciprocal services, mutual contact and joint pursuits
with someone for only a short while, when ocur paths
happen to run in the same direction. As a result, we
often leave behind the close friends of our childhood or
youth, only to find others as we embark on new paths or
careers. In contrast, a close friendship in marriage is
expected to be lifelong.

Secondly, friendship, on Telfer’s account, could be
an open relationship, one would not be overly restricted
by it in the kinds of relations one could have with
others. In contrast, the friendship asscociated with
marriage is exclusive. Thus if a close friend tells me
that he is in love with someone and they plan to start a
new life together, it is very likely that I will be happy
for both of them and supportive of their relationship.
On the other hand, if my husband tells me that he is in
love with someone else, or that he intends to start a new
life with her, I would expect to be grief-stricken,
desolate and vresentful towards him and his new
relationship.

Thirdly, the kind of emotions, attitudes, and
affection one expects to have for a friend also differ
from those which one expects to feel for one’s marital
partner in a good marriage. We are supposed to feel
affection for the former, we are supposed to love the
latter. What this indicates is that the character of the
relationship is in part a matter of the kind of emotion
it involves; the affection which is felt for a friend or
the love felt for the beloved is in part an explanation
of the differences in these relationships. This deoes not
mean that friendship in any of its forms can be
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understood simply as the immediate and spontaneous
expression of an emotion; rather than transitory
feelings, it is more a matter of a distinctive kind of
emotional commitment. So that I may be angry with my
friend (or with my husband) at a given time yet still
recognize that the underlying relationship demands of me
a certain kind of affection (or love) for him.

Fourthly, and nore importantly, friendship, on
Telfer’s account, need not lead the friends to want to
share confidences and intimacies - to be with someone in
whom they can “‘ground their being’,** or with whom they
can be a soulmate. This is a feature which we typically
expect to find in the ideal type of marital relationship.
I will say more about this shortly.

A fifth difference between c¢lose friendship as
described by Telfer and friendship in (a good) marriage
does not concern the gquality of the relationship so much
as the type of commitment that accompanies it but which
could well affect the nature of the friendship. In
marriage, but not in non-marital friendship, love is tied
with vows of commitment. This is not to deny that
commitment to one’s close friend is part of what is
involved in this relationship. For instance, T expect to
stand by my friend in his adversity Jjust because he is my
friend; and if I did not, I would not be a ’‘true friend’.
Someone who did not understand this commitment would have
failed to understand what 1is involved by this
relationship and the kind of affection it involves.
However in the case of marriage, as we shall see shortly,
we have the additional complication of a formal contract,
to secure our commitment to our friend in perpetuity.

Let us now look at some of these other aspects of
friendship in marriage.

Soulmates
fA soulmate’ is an uncommon and rather prosaic term.
However it describes fairly accurately the kind of close
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relationship most people regard as necessary to a good
marital relationship. As in friendship, it requires that
the couple desire to do things for each other, to be in
one another’s company, to derive pleasure from doing
things together, and that there will be care and concern
shown for each other. But these are minimal conditions
of being a soulmate.

At. the core of the desire for a soulmate is the
need, which most human beings seem to have, to share
their deepest thoughts and to express their innermost
feelings with another person. As Troupp (1994:37)
writes:

...Wwe need a secure base...sSomeone we c¢an
+trust, who will be there for us...
As soulmates, a couple must want to share the nost
private parts of their lives with each other.

We can identify at least three types of intimacy in
this regard, cognitive, emotional and sexual. By
cognitive intimacy, I mean a full level of information
about one’s partner’s life~history. Not only will a
woman (gua soulmate) want to know the important details
of her partner’s present and past life, she will want to
know what they mean to him. She will want to know most
of his beliefs, plans, aspirations, moral priorities, his
typidal emotional states or feelings towards other
persons, or towards different events or circumstances;
and he will want to know the same kinds of thing about
her. Further when I say that they will want to know one
another’s life-history and beliefs, this does not mean
that they expect merely to acquire propositions about
each other. What is required also is that they have the
appropriate reactions to the intimacies they share. When
they are intimate it is not information about thoughts
and feelings that are shared but the thoughts and
feelings thenmnselves.'?

Ag soulmates they will want also to have lowered all
emotional barriers to each other - which presumably they
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erect against other people - believing that they can
trust and rely upon one another, They will want to be
able to unburden themselves of their most intimate
worries, fears, hopes, fantasies. Thus they will reveal
things to their soulmate of an emotional nature that they
would not normally reveal to anyone else (and which we
think they have the right not to share with anycne at
ail).* In other words, the idea of a soulmate requires
the lowering of barriers where, as it were, one reveals
one’s ‘true self’ to the other; one’s social self is
stripped away.*’

For such intimacy to develop, each must trust the
other. A soulmate is someone who, we assume, can be
relied upon without fear of censorship, ridicule or
betrayal. As Kant (1991:214) puts the matter, we need to
regard each other as

...0one in whom we can confide unreservedly, to
whom we can disclose completely all our
dispositions and judgements, from whom we can
and need hide nothing, to whom we can
communicate our whole self.
Anything which a woman confides to her partner must not
be used against her - neither for gossip or tc serve his
interests at the expense of hers ~ and vice versa. 1t is
expected also that they are not judgemental about the
intimacies they share; at least the secrets disclosed are
not expected to adversely alter his opinion of her, nor
her feelings for hin.

The emphasis I have given so far on shared cognitive
and emotional intimacies still makes this aspect of a
soulmate more jimpersonal than one’s experience of it
suggests. What is missing is sexual intimacy. The kind
of intimacy referred to ranges £from hand-holding to
sexual intercourse. A good marriage 1is expected to
provide the framework for this most intimate aspect of
friendship. Soulmates in a good marriage will want to
have sexual intercourse with each other. Moreover they
will hope to enjoy on-going sexual intimacies of an
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intense kind, in a way that takes them into the depths of
their relationship. But this involves more than the
physical act. For soulmates, sexual activity is a
manifestation for each of them of certain kinds of
strongly felt emotion -~ and for each, of being the object
of the same kind of emotion. Hence although the
distinctively physical aspect of sex (gratification) is
important, how the physical gratification is obtained,
the fact it 1is with this particular individual, the
degree of mutuality of the experience, the qualities of
affection and tenderness expressed - all of these factors
go to determine a sense of sexual satisfaction which is
digtinctive of their being soulmates. This is not to
say, pace Scruton, that only soulmates can or should have
sex. I suggested earlier that in many other kinds of
relationships one can satisfactorily engage in sexual
intercourse. The point is that in a good marriage the
couple are expected to have an on-going sexual
relationship; to the extent that it is lacking, we regard
the relationship as deficient. This brings us to love.

Being in love

another important factor which is co-extensive with
the idea of a good marriage is that a couple love each
other. We live in a culture in which the mutual love of
the couple is thought to be a necessary condition for
those about to marry and of great intrinsic value toc an
established marriage. It is a necessary condition for a
good marriage. Notice I am not arguing that to be in a
loving relationship one needs to be married and clearly
one can be married in a non-loving (marital)
relationship. But I am claiming that if they do not love
ceach other we would deny that the couple have a good
marriage. As we saw in Chapter One, we are faced with a
range of contrasting types of love relationships - none
of which are mutually exclusive - yet at least one of
which is expected to be present in the good marital
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relationship.* To see what this might invelve we need to
consider again briefly the difference between being ‘in
love’ (eros), companionate love (philia) and the ‘wholly
disinterested love that desires what is best for the
beloved qua human being’ (agape).’®

In the early days of marriage the partners are
expected to be ‘in love’. We noted some of the feelings
and emotions associated with this state. Each will have
recurrent thoughts about their beloved; each is likely to
regard the other as the most important person in their
life. ©Each of them is likely to experience life more
vibrantly, to feel more complete as a person, and so on.
However being ’‘in love’ is not usually a long-lasting
state. Over time, the quality of love almost always
changes. Once they are married for a relatively short
pericd of time, for instance, the love a couple feel for
one another will begin to lack the excitement of each
discovering new things about the other. However this
nead not mean that love for the other person diminishes
but simply that it changes. In a good marriage they will
share a distinctive kind of love, which is less obsessive
than being ’in love’, namely companionate love.

Among other things, an adequate account of
‘companicnate love will include the different features of
close friendship we have noted. Each will desire to be
with the other person; to share their daily concerns with
them. This desire is likely to be manifest in the
pleasure each feels and shows at the other’s presence.
It is manifest in the care and concern they show for each
other’s welfare or when one of them puts the other’s
interests before their own. It is manifest also in the
way they regard each other as soulmates; the companionate
lovers will share their deepest thoughts and feelings
with one another.

It might be objected that the reasons I have given
for valuing companionate love in a good marriage seem to
be entirely of a self-interested nature; i.e. wanting a
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close friendship, a soulmate, etc. On the other hand,
companicnate love is usually experienced as a non-self-
interested emotion. As B. Russell (1961:86) writes, when
we love in this way, we
...feel the ego of the beloved person as
important as own‘’s one ego, and realise the
other’s feelings and wishes as though they were
ona’s own.
Rather than 1loving the beloved for self-interested
reasons, the lover usually regards the needs of the
beloved to be of equal (or even greater) importance than
her own. She can be caring and sensitive to his needs in
a self-effacing way that reguires little in return. This
- not self-interest -~ is a most important ingredient in
the mixture of reasons that lead us to value companionate
love in marriage.
I 4o not regard this emphasis on self-interest to be
a problem. There is a difference between entering a
relationship for such reasons and the relationship being
self-interested. There are a number of explanations for
this. Firstly, no matter how self-interested the origins
of our reasons may be, it is very probable that once we
have started, we are led beyvond these motives. For we
can and do take other matters into account. In other
words, whilst we may enter into the marriage for self-
interested reasons, as it progresses, one’s own interests
can take a backseat to those of the relationship.
Secondly, the important element driving the relationship
may not be what is good for oneself but what will be good
for the marriage. In this way I can put the health of
the relationship before my own needs or preferences. I
can choose to do things for the sake of my marriage.
Thirdly, it might be that I put the marriage first for
‘my own sake’. I can say ‘I would be happier (myself) if
I forget myself and get involved with my spouse in our
relationship.’ In which case there does not seem to be
anything self-contradictory in one’s being ‘other-
regarding’ for c¢ne’s own sake.
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Alongside companionate love, in a good marriage we
expect to find the form of 1love in which each is
sensitive to the other’s needs qua person, because he or
she is a human being. In marriage I think this is
manifest, for instance, in the respect each shows for the
other’s auvtonomy. As Midgley (1983:95) notes: ‘respect
is the backbone of [this kind of] love.’ It is shown in
the worth they accord to each other as persons. At a
slightly less abstract level, agape is also seen in the
empathy they show towards one another. We noted earlier
how in a good marriage each of the partners will want to
know - and want the other to know - all about thenselves,
not merely their hopes and strengths but also their fears
and weaknesses. They will want nothing to be held back.
As a result of this exposure to each other, it is likely
that they will regard one another with conmpassion.
Perhaps this will be based upon a realization that both
are faced by a range of problems that they probably feel
in private are too much for them to cope with., It is a
response to what Vlastos (1962:47) calls their ‘human
worth’,

Obviously, there is more to a loving attitude within
a good married relationship than this - I will discuss
some of the other aspects more fully in the pages ahead -
but those we have noted indicate again some of the
different kinds of love in question. For the moment, the
important point for us is that a loving relationship
along the lines above is regarded as crucial to a good
marriage.

Finally, I want t¢ emphasize one point in the
discussion above. I began by saying that I wanted to
make clear the distinction between being ’‘in love’ on the
one hand and ‘a loving relationship’ on the other. I
realize that most marital relationships will not always
be just one of these, though one may predominate. The
guality of the relationship may change in the course of
time. Love often starts as a variety of feelings and
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emotions. But feelings of this kind are usually short-
lived and unreliable, whereas the kind of love we hope
for in marriage is one which is long-lasting; in other
words, companionate love or the disposition to have
loving thoughts and feelings for our partner.

The desire to merge oneself with another

We noted earlier that related to the ideas of both
being a soulmate and loving someone in a good marriage is
the hope (many couples have) that where love and intimacy
are fully reciprocated, this will integrate and {somehow)
nerge both of then. Often the couple desire, as
Aristophanes {Plato 1970:132) declares, ‘to grow together
in the embrace’. This is not to be taken to be merely
aspiring to a feeling of oneness but rather to a fusion
of two personalities. As Plato has Aristophanes
(ibid:134) say, that which a man really desires is

...t0 be united and melted together with his
beloved, and to become one from two.
Through their love for each other, it seems that they
hope that (sonmehow orx other) two distinct beings will
become one.

At first the idea of merging is logically odd. Two
human beings cannot literally become one. No matter how
cloge a couple are, how much they think and feel alike
about a wide range of things, they are nevertheless still
two distinct individuals. Furthermore, even if it were
possible for two individuals to merge into one, not
everyone would want this. For one reason, whatever
‘merging’ amounts to, if such an expectation were to be
realized, it would significantly limit each partner’s
autonomy. As Clulow & Mattinson (1989:36) write:

Fusion, like separation, brings the fear of
losing oneself.
However for the moment this is besides the point. We
need to understand what the idea of ’‘merging’ might
involve to see if it is an important condition for a good
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marriage. For even though we cannot make literal sense
of this notion there seems to be a ring of sense about
it.

To see this, we might begin by noting a point about
the emotional state of people who are deeply in love. We
said that most of the emotional and physical barriers
between them will have disappeared so that there may not
seem to be any significant demarcation lines. They may
well believe that nothing could ever come between them.
We might go further and allow that as this relationship
grows - as the lovers construct a new life out of mutual
friends, interests, goals - they become increasingly
bound up with each other (in soul as well as in body) so
that they feel as if they have become cne. In other
words, on this interpretation, the language of ‘merging’
might seem to be intelligible due to the intensity of the
experience of being a soulmate and, perhaps, may be
understood in these terms.

However ‘merging’ is used in this way as a metaphor.
Of c¢ourse the lovers must know that they are and will
remain distinct people. They bring into the relationship
their previous separate experiences, memories; they know
that in their relationship they each will go off to their
separate workplace in the morning, etc. But at the sane
time they each experience ‘a sense of oneness’ with the
other. By dropping emotional and other barriers, the
lovers allow each other access to the most intimate
aspects of themselves. As a result, they may well have
a strong and deep sense of interdependence. Furthermore
in these circumstances, they open themselves also to
gquite a significant change in perspective and
personality. The couple may claim that because of their
love, and by their sharing important segments of their
lives with each other, each has become a new person.

But there seems to be problems with this
interpretation. Solomon, for instance, suggests that
both must lose their ‘own selves’ so that they can become
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part of a larger whole, which would be some sort of
compilation of the two. He (1990:268-269) adds:

The paradox of love 1is this, that it
presupposes a strong sense of individual
autonomy and independence, and then seeks to
cancel this by creating a shared identity...
this goal is impossible, unachievable, even
incomprehensible.
If the lovers were to reach the gcal of a shared
identity, Solomon c¢laims, this would necessarily
frustrate their autonomy. They cannot have both. To
this difficulty, we might add Nussbaum’s (1991:287) worry
that if the lovers were able to become one:

...what they thought they most wanted out of
their passionate movement turns out to be a
wholeness that would put an end to all movement
and passion. A sphere would not have
intercourse with anyone...

Solomon is only correct if by ‘merging’ we mean that
one or the other were to lose the sense of their own
ildentity completely and merely take on the persona of the
other. However we would not then be talking of merging.
What would have happened is that the dominant partner
would have taken over the other’s perscnality. If their
character is so dominated, morecver, it is not clear that
they would have anything to give to a shared identity.
A more plausible interpretation of ‘merging’ is that each
may have a sense of their own autonomy together with an
expanding awareness of their shared identity. Each may
enijoy their separate identity whilst at the same time
developing a mnutual shared identity between them. By
analogy a Jjacket and skirt can be regarded as two
separate items or they might work very well when worn
together as two aspects of the same suit or outfit.

To see the sense of this we might stress that there
will be many things that a couple cannot do together;
thoughts, feelings, events, experiences, which they do
not share. on my interpretation, even if they share
large sections of their lives, even if they are willing
to merge many of their desires and wishes, there will
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always be moments when their individuality - and with
this their autonomy - asserts itself. Let us suppose
that X wants to spend Saturdays shopping in the city, and
Y detests shopping and wants them both to go to a
football match. In such an inconsequential case, their
separateness (or individuality) comes to the fore. If
such occurrences became too frequent, they no doubt would
wonder if their relationship was going to last; they
might doubt that they were gdgoing to ‘make it‘ as a
couple. Very often when they find this happening the
value they place on their relationship pulls them back
(so0 to speak), since they determine to give it priority.

It is for this reason however that Solomon (in a

Sartrean vein) (1990:269) writes:
Love is this process, not a state of union but
a never ending conflict of pushing away and
pulling together.
A love relationship on this account, is a struggle for
and against merging, i.e. to merge and to retain one‘sg
freedom. However according to Solomeon (like Sartre) this
constant compromise and struggle is doomed to failure.?”

But it seems that Solomon has failed to take account
of my sense of ‘merging’. On my account, ’‘merging’ does
not mean that the lovers could no longer have separate
selves or that they mnust completely give up their
autonomy. What ‘merging’ boils down to is that most
couples want important segments of their lives to be
shared with each other and, as a result of this, they
hope to develop a shared identity. To meet this desire,
of course, each partner’s autonomy will be limited in
some ways but, presumably, this is not thought of as a
hardship:; or rather, the rewards of the (new} marital
identity will be thought to more than make up for any
loss of absolute freedom.

This brings us to Nussbaum’s worry that if the
lovers were to merge they would be complete, so that they
would have no reason or ability to have sexual
intercourse. If as I am claiming, a shared identity does
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not rule out a strong sense of oneself as an individual,
then (on these grounds anyway)} I do not see why a couple
intent on ‘merging’ should not enjoy a perfectly
satisfactory sexual relationship. The point is: the
notion of merging is not to be understood in a literal
way - it is only a metaphor. When a couple share an
extended pericd of their lives together inevitably they
will define themselves (at least in part) in terms of
their shared relationship.

It might be objected however that the important
guestion remains unanswered: ‘Why would anyone want to
restrict their autonomy by binding thenseives to another
person in this way?’ Why would they want to lose any
aspect of their own identity in the marital mix? T will
return to this point later. Of more immediate concern to
us is that it might be objected that all of the factors
we have considered so far could be met in any long~term
pair bonding relationship. We do not need to get married
or have ’‘a good marriage’ in order to have a close
friend, soulmate, someone whom we love above all others;
or even to merge with this other person. Tnis brings us
to a further quite different Jjustification for the
marital relationship that we need to consider.

The desire for commitment

Very often, one or both of the couple wishes to
secure their relationship permanently. Indeed there
seems to be a correlation in most pair bonds between, on
the one hand, a willingness to share deep and personal
intimacies, to merge, etc., and, on the other, the
willingness of both partners to commit themselves to each
other and to their relationship.® But the commitment in
gquestion is not merely an attitude that the partners are
expected to have; it is, rather, an action they are
expected to take. Numerous freely-given declarations of
love are not thought to be enocugh. There appears to be
a limit to how deep most couples will go with sach other,
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how far they will explore their relationship, if their
attachment to each other is not secure, 1f there is
uncertainty about whether their partner will be there in
the future.™ We seem to reguire an act of mutual
commitment from each partner to the other and to the
relationship.

It might be pointed out that a couple can commit
themselves by making private vows or they might mnake
public vows to one another but these need not be in the
form of a legal (marriage) contract. But in western
nores neither (non-marital) private or public vows would
carry the same weight or have the same legal or public
force. In our mores, marriage is the most powerful
sympbol of each partner‘s commitment. It is an action
which publicly and legally establishes that both of the
partners 1in the relationship are committed to one
another.

There is an empirical explanation for the desire for
a publicly made commitment worth our noting. Any long-
term intimate relationship is going to have difficulties.
There are many differences that a couple inevitably face,
about spending money, concerning the upbringing of
children, about their respective careers, about their
relationships with their extended family and friends,
etc. No matter how much they love each other, from time
to time they are going to have tensions and conflicts.
contests of wills or differences of wvalue can generate
hurt and resentment and replace the warm feelingg that
brought the partners together; or pressures from outside
of the relationship (as well as within it) may sometimes
get in the way. The conflicts may become so serious or
numerous that this could lead either of them to terminate
the relationship if they were merely with a close friend.
At the same time, we noted that most people want an
indefinitely long, loving, sexual friendship:; they want
a continuous relationship that endures through sincere,
but temporary, changes of mood.* aAs Midgley (1979:302)
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Marriage is difficult...no long~term commitment
is ever always easy and unforced. And no
commitment involving more than one person ever
suits all parties equally. Yet human nature
certainly demands long-term enterprises. We are
therefore bound to be frustrated if we cannot
finish them, so commitment [in marriage] is
necessary.

By binding themselves together in marriage, the couple

make a permanent commitment to maintain their

relationship through the bad as well as the good times.

But there is more +to the explanation of why
comnitment in marriage is regarded as important. When we
get married, we noted, we are taken to have decided tc do
S0. This decision is a very significant one in our
lives. Although we can make it in a purely arbitrary way
- by flipping a mental coin, so to speak - when we make
the marriage vow, we are understood to have made the
decision rationally. Do we really want a relationship of
this kind? Does the relationship with this particular
person really mean that much to us? In other words,
before making the marriage vow, we are assumed to have
thought the decision through carefully. If one does
decide to marry, one cannot then stand ocutside of the
marriage and (as it were) decide whether or not to accept
the commitments involved; one chooses to accept the
commitments to cne’s spouse and to the relationship by
choosing to marry. In contrast, an unmarried cohabiting
partner cannot be told that he ought to respect the
commitments of marriage by being shown that this is a
constitutive requirement of the marriage vows. If he
does not choose to participate in the institution, it is
entirely rational for him to reject the corresponding
commitments.

Perhaps it will be objected that I have overstated
the matter. For some people the decision to marry (or to
remain married) is not an easy one to make. There might
be, after all, many ways in which this decision can seem
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to be wrong. Or the decision can be right in one way,
wrong in another. The best reasons of one Kind will
support it while, as we shall see in the next chapter,
reasons of another kind may well suggest the opposite
course of action. In cases like this, however, if we
decide to marry (or to remain married), we are
nevertheless understood to have decided which course of
action ‘all things considered’ is best. The all-things-
considered -judgement 1is taken to reflect what matters
most to us; from all of the conflicting reasons, marriage
is understood to be the direction in which we want to
take our lives. So let us now consider the commitments
we choose to accept when we make the (wedding) vow.

When someone marries, they commit themselves to a
life-long relationship with their partner. Thus the
groom pledges to ’...love her, comfort her, honour and
protect her, and forsaking all others, be faithful to her
as long as (they) both shall live’; the bride does
likewise.?® When they make their vow, there are a number
of necessary conditions that are assumed to be met.

First of all, as we noted, it is ithought that the
persons making the vow want to commit themselves to the
other person in this way (and also that they believe that
the commitment is desired by the latter). By their
wanting to make such a commitment, moreover, we usually
take them to be saying also that they feel a guality of
love for the other person, of a kind that they do not
feel for anyone else, and that they value this
relationship above any other in which they mnight be
involved. The idea of wanting to commit themselves in
marriage, this is to say, implies that marriage to the
other person matters a great deal to them; it would not
make sense for a person to want to commit themselves to
something that they deemed +to be valueless or
inconseguential. By their wanting to marry, they are
also understood to be saying that they believe the
marriage relationship provides the best framework within
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which their relationship can flourish. They want the
marriage relationship to be an important  and
indispensable part of their lives.

A second assumption we make when we give or receive
the marriage vow is that this expresses one’s present
intentions about one’s future behaviour. When the bride
or groom says ‘I promise’ (or when they make any of the
other typical utterances by which vows are made) part of
what is meant by saying this is that they intend to
behave in the future in the ways that they say they will.
This, I maintain, is a necessary condition. For let us
suppose that my opponent says that he does not think that
the marriage vow conveys the intention to behave in
certain ways in the future. I would find his use of
'yow’! perplexing. Presumably for him ‘the marriage vow’
(sic) would imply something like ‘I haven’t decided yet
how I will behave in the future’ or that I just might
behave in the desired way’ which is to completely
nisunderstand the binding character we are supposed to
recognize in this vow. If we could not ordinarily assume
that somecone who makes the vow intends keeping it, we
would not have a practice of vowing at all.

As we noted the commitment we make about our future
conduct is expected to override the periodic fluctuations
of feelings that the couple may have for one another. It
is not that I promise to love...as long as I feel able
to do so’ or ’...for as long as I am getting something
out of it’. 1Indeed the marriage vow explicitly states
that there may be a downside to the relationship. It
might become a burden. The couple promise to love ‘for
better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in
health...’ Their commitment to each other in marriage,
in other words, obliges them to care for and support each
other even when they do not feel like doing so. The fact
that disbenefits do occur, is not a sufficient reason for
either of them to believe they are relieved of the
commitment.
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There are plenty of ways of publicly stating an
intention without making a vow; for example, I may tell
you ‘I propose to do such~and-such’. S0 how do we
recognize a vow from the wider set of intentional
statements? One obviocus way is by the utterance ‘I
promise...’ By saying this, the speaker emphasizes her
commitment to do whatever she says she will do. As
importantly, such a statement (of intention) strengthens
the listener’s assurance that the vower will so behave in
the future. Sc a third general assumption we make when
we give or receive a vow is that the speaker’s commitment
to do what she says she will do, can be recognized by her
use of a locution 1like ‘I promise’. The phrase ‘I
promise’ is not crucial here. The bride (or groom) might
equally well say ‘I do’. Let it suffice to say that it
is necessary for the speaker to make an utterance bearing
a eimilar 1illocuticnary force to ‘I promise’ for her
utterance to have the level of commitment we find in an
avowal.

Finally, by saying ‘I promize’ the speaker wants it
to be understood that she can be counted upon tou keep her
word. To vow something to another persoh is to raise an
expectation in the mind of the recipient; the promisee
can count upon the speaker to do something. But more
than this, we assume that the intention of the speaker is
to create a relationship of reliance and trust between
herself and the groom. The implication is that they will
establish an intimate and trusting alliance with each
other.

All of this does not mean that we assume that every
marriage vow is made honestly and it certainly does not
mean that every marriage vow that is made, is actually
kept. What it means is that in the absence of any
special knowledge to the contrary, the above are the
assumptions that operate at the time the vow is made.
accordingly, if someone getting married were to make a
lying vow, this trades on the presumption that those who
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make the vow want to commit themselves in the ways
outlined.

It needs to be stregsed that when it is understood in
the light of the conditions above, the marriage vow has
implications not only for the attitudes, emotions and
beliefs of the person who makes it but for their actions
too. By committing themselves in this way, for instance,
a person must not only believe that deing so is
worthwhile but this belief must also guide their
attitudes and actions. To see this, consider the case in
which a married person’s actions do not reflect the
belief; for instance, a husband who claims he is
committed to his marriage yet insists on sticking to his
bachelor lifestyle (e.g. going out with ‘the boys‘ every
night). If he c¢laims to be committed yet does not allow
this to influence his conduct at all, this would not only
raise serious doubts about his putative commitment, it
would lead us to conclude that he does not in fact value
his marriage. On the other hand, neither is a person
committed if he merely acts in a way that we would expect
from someone who is committed - he scrupulously carries
out his marital obligations ~ yet he does not have the
appropriate emotional attitudes or beliefs. 7o have the
appropriate level of commitment, then, the vower must
meet both the formal conditions, and have the emotional
attitudes, and perform the relevant actions.

In the light of the kind of commitment that the
marriage vow reguires, it is not surprising that this
aspect of the relationship is resisted by an increasing
number of couples who love each other, are soulmates,
etc., who chocose to live together and perhaps to have
children, and in all respects simulate the married
relationship yet who refuse to go through the formal
procedure of marrying one another.?®:

Some say it is the paraphernalia of weddings - the
stage-managed ceremony, the glittering reception or an
elaborate honeymoon - that justifies their opposition to
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marriage, rather than a distaste for this commitment.
But in these cases the wedding celebrations have assuned
an exaggerated importance and the substance of marriage
(the serious commitment that is being undertaken) is
overlooked. Where this is the case, the fault - if it is
seen as a fault - is not to be found in the idea of
commitment but in the unwelcome aspects of the consumer-
oriented society in which we live. The scolution to this
is simple. Steps can be taken by the couple to dispense
with the theatre of marriage altogether or to find ways
to highlight the solemn nature of the commitment.

2 more challenging objection is where couples assume
the roles and perform the duties married couples assume
and perform, vet refuse to commit themselves legally in
marriage because, they may say, when a couple really love
one another, such a commitment is unnecessary. They
argue that the public making of vows before witnesses and
the concomitant social and legal commitments do not add
anything to their relationship or change the degree of
love that they feel for each other. The strength of
their love binds them together and the added commitment
required by the legal marriage contract is superfluous.
It is just a piece of paper after all.'’

There are a number of limitations to this position.
In the first place as we have noted (p.62), when they
live together for a long period of time this usually
gives rise to monetary commitments (like buying a house
or sharing the rent) which are not outside of the legal
domain. The law makes equally burdensome provisions for
individuals in such cohabiting arrangements. If they
decide to separate, moreover, they might well have
recourse to the law to help thenm sort out their affairs.
Secondly, often such couples want to be treated as if
they were married: thus they feel gqualified to the same
entitlements from the social services and other legal
protection enjoyed by a married couple. However if they
wish to be accorded the same rights and privileges, then
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it ie difficult to see what their objection is to the
formal marriage contract. They might claim, of course,
to be trying to get the best of both worlds; the
advantage of sharing living arrangements in a loving
relationship without a formal contract. But if they
mirror the lifestyle of a married couple and are subiject
to the egually onerous provisions the law makes, it is
difficult to see exactly what these advantages are. It
seems to their opponent to come down to a lack of
commitment of one or the other: an unwillingness to give
thenselves unconditionally to the other person in their
relationship.

But the point might still be pressed that this need
not be a lack of commitment to each other. The decision
not to marry might be taken because the couple find the
idea of a legal marriage contract incoherent. 2all that
they regard to be necessary is a legal arrangement to
deal with the business side of their relationship. We
will consider this kind of non-marital cohabiting in the
pages ahead. For the moment let it suffice to say that
this is to overlook the eariier points we raised: in our
mores the publicly made marriage vow is the most powerful
symbol of each partner’s commitment to the other; that if
it is correct that a man and a woman need long-term
commitments from one another then, at present, only the
marital contract binds them in such a long-term way. It
binds them particularly in those occasions when they are
engaged in a temporary but substantial conflict with one
another. In short, we need a secure relationship like
marriage to bind us through temporary difficulties in a
cohabiting relationship.

Another kind of objection to the account I have
given is that the commitment in marriage is not as I have
described it: for most people, making the marriage vow is
simply a matter of conforming to social custom or ‘a mere
unquestioning acceptance of a social institution’.?
However, I have argued that they choose +to bind
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themselves to each other in a personal, social, legal
(and in some cases religious) commitment. To blame or
censure someone, for instance, for their lack of
commitment to their marriage presupposes that they have,
or could have, chosen freely and rationally to accept the
commitment at the outset. Thus in order to make a
commitment of this nature, a person needs a level of
maturity and rational competence, they need, in advance
of getting married, to understand what it is they are
about to choose to do. But if this is the c¢ase, this
rules out a mere unquestioning conformity to the
conventional practice. In other words, if the objector
were to carefully consider the implications of the
marriage contract and understand the seriousness of the
required commitment then I do not see how he could regard
this as a meaningless custom. If it is countered that
this is the way in which most people think of their
marriage commitment, then what this indicates is the need
for more effective premarital education.

Let us turn now to a more troublesome objection
which is directed at the unconditional commitment ‘to
iove another person’ that the marriage vow requires. It
is often objected that it is counter-intuitive to think
that we could rationally make such an important
commitment with no possibility of rescinding it, when the
relationship may extend for fifty vears or more.” As we
noted, I make the marriage vow because I believe that I
will continue to love my spouse. What do I do if I
subsequently find that I do not, and that there does not
seem to be any prospect of rekindling this love? An
important reason why 1 entered into marriage, whilst
being strong enough for me to make the commitment then,
does not now provide a reason for me to persist with it.
Is it reasonable to expect someone in such a situation to
remain in the marriage because of the unconditional
commitment that was made on entering it?

At the heart of the problem is the unease which
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surrounds the idea that we can choose to have certain
feelings for our spouse in perpetuity. This aspect of
any relationship, surely, is non-voluntary - it is not
something to which we can choose or commit ourselves. As
Moore (1970:316) writes:
...to love certain people...is a thing which is
guite impossible to attain directly by the
will...*
Yet, paradoxically, when we get married we promise to
have certain feelings for our partners that will last
over the years; a commitment that directly conflicts with
our commonsense belief that we cannot choose our
feelings.

One way of dealing with this is simply to insist
that having made the commitment, I have an obligation to
keep it irrespective of whether or not the love which
motivated it in the first place is present; in committing
myself, I accepted an obligation to fulfil the terms of
my marriage contract with ny spouse whether or not I
still love him. Otherwise (as we are reminded by those
who enjoy a long-term pair bond but who do not marry) we
could love the other person but not make this kind of
commitment to him or her. If this is so, we must not
confuse ‘commitment’ with ‘love‘’. I make the commitment
because I love my spouse but there is no necessary
comnection then between the commitment and love; the
former continues even if the latter does not.

However it cannot be denied (and needs to be
stressed) that part of the commitment we make in the
marriage vow is ’‘to love...till death do us part’. This
is often taken to say, we vow to sustain our loving
disposition. As it is generally accepted that we cannot
choose to have or sustain feelings we need to ask if it
is appropriate (and honest) to vow to do so? Is it
rational te make such a vow if part of what is involved
in this, rests on a disposition (thoughts and feelings)
which we cannot necessarily preserve?

A more accommodating way of dealing with the problen
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above is to understand the commitment one makes as simply
a statement of one’s present intentions. It is not to be
understood as a prediction that I will never change in my
affection for my spouse. Malcolm (1967:8l) writes in
support of this interpretation:
...the assertion describes my present attitude
towards the statement (the marriage vow)...it
does not prophesy what my attitude would be if
various things happened.
wWhy not say that when I nade the marriage vow to ¥, this
jJust indicated that my present intention was to do
something permanently, not that I had a permanent
intention??*¢ Thus we seem to be able to hold that my
commitment to my spouse is binding and still allow that
circumstances may arise in which I will be justified in
breaking it.

However this is an unusual interpretation. The
customary interpretation is that in making the marriage
VoW, one commits oneself unconditionally. An
unconditional commitment is not analogous to a mere
statement of intention; it seems more like a declaration
of permanent intention. Added to this, there is a
general (social, legal) insisterice on commitments being
regarded in this latter way and honoured (up to a point),
even if they have been made in error. ©One’s love may
wane but the absence of love cannot be the sole guide in
such circumstances. Marriage implies commitment and some
of the obligations generated by the commitment remain
even if love no longer endures.

Another possible way out would be to argue that if
I (or my spouse) change radically over time, I may think
of nyself (or my spouse) as not being the person who made
the commitment but as a different person. Thus when I
promised to love exclusively ‘till death do us part’, I
may have done so unconditionally but twenty years on I
may have changed. I am no longer the person who would
make such a promise at all, or who would make it to this
particular person. If this were to be accepted,
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presumably, we would have to say that all commitments are
conditional upon there being no change in the character
of either party involved. If my {(or my partner’s)
feelings, beliefs, character or ideals change, it is
proper for me to lock upon myself or him as someone other
than the person who made the commitment.?’

This seems to be a recipe for chaos. Most
commercial or other contractual transactions are based
upon promises; services are performed, or things given,
in the belief that the contracting party will fulfil his
part of the deal, e.g. the customer will pay for the
goods or services rendered. If we were to accept the
proposal above, presumably if there is any change in the
‘character, attitudes, beliefs, of either of the
contracting parties, it does not then matter if they do
not fulfil their part of the bargain. I think we would
say that the person who regarded any commitment in the
way suggested, does not make a commitment at all.

Cne further way of dealing with the problem is to
accept that the commitment to love in the wedding vow is
lifelong but to ask if it is true to say that we cannot
choose to have feelings of love for our spouse in
perpetuity? Is it true to say that feelings of love and
affection within wmarriage are beyond the bounds of
rational choice and thus genuine commitment? It ig after
all, generally thought that we are able ~ or can learn -
to control certain feelings, e.g. destructive feelings
like rage and jealousy in marriage, and even how to feel
differently in circumstances where feelings of this sort
typically occur. Let us suppose that I am furious
because my husband fails to greet me. I lose my temper
in a way that is quite inappropriate and entirely out of
keeping with the cause. (Perhaps I had a row with a
colleague at work and this is why I vented my anger on my
husband.) We would say my anger is irrational. It makes
sense to say also that I can (and should) control such
inappropriate emotions or at least that I can reflect on
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my behaviour and in future exchange appropriate for such
unfitting feelings. For instance, I might train myself
to feel concern at such uncharacteristic behaviour as his
failing to greet me. In which case, my feelings would be
the product of a rational decision.

It seems odd then to suppose that I cannot similarly
control - and by this T include cultivate = positive,
rationally appropriate sentiments, such as feelings of
companionate love - if not the emctions of romantic love
- for my spouse. Once again ny feelings would be the
product of a rational decision. With a good will and by
working hard at it, in other words, at any stage in
marriage, could not one change inappropriate emotional
feelings, for appropriate loving ones?

Perhaps it will be objected that to speak of this as
‘1ove’ sounds excessively intellectualistic. The trouble
is that love, as we have described it earlier, is a non-
rational and spontaneous emotion. It is an immediate and
automatic feeling. But even if it is true that I couid
not feel love for him in the way described, presumably,
at any point I can reflect upon my relationship with my
husband, ask myself what the response of a loving wife
ought to be, and then decide - as a matter of duty - to
act or behave accordingly. After all, our usual
assessment of a situation where someone else attests to
feelings of love, is in their behaviour. Sometimes we
take their word for it, but usually we consider the way
they act. So couldn’t it be argued that even if the
account of unconditional love in perpetuity is suspect,
a promise always to behave in the appropriate ways of a
loving spouse is not?=®

However it seems odd to express loving sentiments
and behave as if one loved one‘s spouse merely out of
duty; to say, for instance, I love you’ to one’s spouse
merely out of duty when there is in fact a lack of
genuine love for him. The proposal would make feelings
of affection superfluous to the expression of love.
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Furthermore we would say that someone does not (really
show) love if their heart is not in it; rather, they
feign it. For love not only requires the appropriate
spoken utterances and behaviour: wmore importantly, it
regquires that this is given in the right spirit. If this
is correct, I am not cbligated merely to eXpress and
behave appropriately: I am supposed to feel it. The
expressions of love (and other appropriate attitudes and
behaviour) are usually thought to be a manifestation of
this feeling. Loving actions are expected to derive from
and be an expression or evocation of a feeling or
passion, not a matter of duty or decision.

Whether or not it is conceded that we can (and
ought) cultivate an affectiocnate attitude for our partner
or that we ought adopt the appropriate affectionate
behaviour, there will no doubt be some points in every
marriage where one or other of the couple has to decide
whether or not to keep their commitment. Being married
is not a static event but more like a process and some of
the features which constitute that process may nmake it
unpalatable. We nmight discover that the person to whom
we are married is very different from how we first took
them to be. Alternatively, there are many differences
that any married couple inevitably have to face
concerning, for instance, children, money, fanily, or
other relationships, etc. There is bound to be discord
from time to time. At some point, such difficulties may
intensify to such an extent that one or other of the
couple may find things intolerable and may be unable to
keep their marital commitment.

If they both wish to end their marriage it seems
reasonable to argue that this is morally acceptable.?
They are free surely to release one another from this
mutual commitment just as we are free to release each
other from any other promise. On the other hand, if one
of the partner’s behaviour (but not the other) over a
long period of time seriously transgresses the narriage




1086

vows then the innocent partner is justified in ending the
commitment. That the commitment has been constantly
transgressed gives sufficient grounds for the innocent
party breaking her part of the bargain. The difficult
case is where the partner who transgresses the vows
wishes to terminate the commitment but not the innocent
party. Few of us would say that this is a good thing to
do. But, as I will suggest shortly, there are worse
evils than breaking one’s commitment. However even here
there is a need for gentleness and well-intentioned
support, if only for a time. To stress the point:
marriage inveolves a range of commitments to the other
person and even if love dies, some of the obligations
generated by the commitment remain.

However things may not be quite as gloomy as the
discussion of commitment seems to suggest. In the first
place, the idea of a good marriage entails that both
partners actually wish to secure their relationship
(fully understanding the implications that this
commitnment involves). They actually want to be committed
to their partner and to their relationship. Secondiy,
there is one other aspect of the notion of commitment
that is often overlooked, namely, that marriage reguires
a transformation of many aspects of each of the couple’s
lives. But before we can discuss the breadth of the
required transformation we need to investigate fully the
ideas of autononmy, self-developnent and good sex. I will
return to this aspect of commitment in Chapter Eight.

We must turn now to a reason of a more general
nature that needs to be considered for marrying someone
as opposed to living with them, namely, the widely held
belief that marriage brings happiness. Someone might
well Jjustify their decision to marry (or to remain
married) with the reason that this will bring them a
special kind of happiness. In the next section I will
exanmine what this claim might involve.




Happiness

'Happiness’ is not a simple notion. In ordinary
discourse, we speak of a person having ‘a happy
temperament’ or of their being Thappy-go~lucky’, by which
we nmean that they have a cheerful or sunny disposition
which 1is, presumably, with them from day-to~day
throughout the vears:; we speak of somecne ‘feeling happy’
or of their ’‘being in a happy mood’ meaning by this that
they find things agreeable (even sometimes when the
things in question are bad); we speak of them as being
‘happy with their lot’ or of their ‘leading a happy life’
meaning that they are pleased or contented with the way
things generally are working out in their life.

When we refer +to happiness in the context of
marriage, as well as the senses noted above, there are
other possible uses of the term. For instance, we may
offer someone advice like ‘To be happy in marriage one
needs to compronmise.’ A person may not be too happy with
her married life and the prescription offers a way to
improve it. Presumably in giving such advice we are
usually referring to their day-to-day attitude or state
of mind; to suggest that she needs to compromise nmight
not mean that she will need to sacrifice anything in
particular but just that she needs to change her attitude
to the relationship. On the other hand, it could mean
that something she wants (to be happy in her marriage)}
cannot be achieved without sacrificing other things, like
close ties with other men, or gpending all of her income
on herself; so the compromise in question may reguire her
to forsake certain things.

If we were to compile a 1list of factors, like
compromise, which are considered to be conducive to
happiness within a marriage, we might include such things
as being a close friend or soulmate to one’s partner,
being in a committed relationship with them, sharing
important segments of one’s life with them or (as we
shall see) of gaining a sense of autonomy due to this
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relationship, and so on. On the other hand, we might
include in the list things 1ike financial security, or
material comforts within the home, or having healthy
children, and so forth. The above are socurces of
happiness within a marriage and the latter might result
from some or all of them being met. Furthermore,
presumably if happiness does result from each or any of
these things it will be somewhat different in each case:
for whatever such states have in common which leads us to
talk of happiness in relation to them, it does not seen
that the happiness in gquestion can be fully characterised
without reference to the state in question. Thus somecone
might say ‘I am happy because I realize that on marrying
me my husband showed everyone that he loves me.?’ Perhaps
we can see this point more clearly if we consider the
kind of reasons people give for the unhappiness they feel
when their marriage breaks down or ends. *My life has
become meaningless, it lacks any point since my husband
left me.”

However we might desire some of the things listed
above for their own sake and not as a means to happiness.
For instance, even where autonomy seems to give rise to
anxiety and unhappiness for a woman in marriage, we might
advise her that such anxieties and unhappiness should be
accepted or overcome rather than curbing her sense of
independence. On the other hand, sometimes the
straightegt route to happiness 1is to forego one’s
autonomy. This suggests that autonomy is one thing and
that happiness is another, and that one cannot always
have them both. Or to make the point in a different way,
a single woman may realize that her close friendship with
a married man is inimical to her own happiness. She may
realize this but nonetheless choose to continue with the
affair. However one could choose to pursue any of the
other items listed for their own sake, when one believes
that doing so will not bring one happiness.

When we refer to happiness within marriage I take it
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to mean something like someone is pleased with the way
the inportant aspects of their married life -~ close
friendship, soulmate - are going. However this is not
the same as a feeling of pleasure that one has towards
specific items or in specific situations - 1like the
pleasure of eating, or reading a good passage in a book,
or of having a sexual experience - where we may talk of
the pleasure lasting a few moments and then ceasing. It
would be strange to talk of happiness in this way. For
the latter is usually not short-lived and subject to
change at a moment’s notice (in the way that most
pleasurable experiences are}. More importantly, a person
may have many such pleasurable experiences without being
happy. At the same time, however, there does seem to be
a close connection between pleasure and happiness. I
doubt that we can be happy (at the way things are going
within our marriage) without sometimes having pleasurable
experiences of one form or another.

I suggested that certain things, like being a close
friend, or security, or material comforts, are conducive
to happiness in marriage. However, although happiness
within marriage often follows from the fact that these
conditions are being met, it does not automatically
follow from this. In the first place, our enthusiasms
and preferences are widely different. We do not all find
happiness in the same things and we may not all find
marital happiness in the same kind of things, events or
activities. At least there is no one activity that comes
to mind about which it could be said that everyone finds
happiness as a result of experiencing it. But we need to
be circunspect. While as a matter of fact these elements
are not necessary to someone’s experience of happiness in
marriage, they are necessary to the idea of a good
marriage. If, say, close friendship is lacking, we would
find it difficult to understand why they should claim
that their marriage is good. And a parallel argument
applies to happiness. No matter what the conditions are

-
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that give rise to it, I am claiming that happiness in
marriage is a necessary condition for a good marriage.
Thus we might say: ‘Your marriage would be better if it
made both of you happy.”’

Another reason for maintaining that happiness is a
separate constituent of a good marriage is the fact that
sonetimes people feel guilt at not being happy in their
marriage where the other conditions we have noted, seem
to be met. Consider the case where, for no obvious
reason, X does not manage to feel happy. ‘Given all the
advantages that I have in my married life’ she might say
‘how is it that I cannot manage to feel happy?’ Along
these lines Friedan (1965:17) writes:

If a [married] woman had a problem, she knew
that something must be wrong...with herself.
Other [married] women were satisfied with their
lives...She was so ashamed to admit her
dissatisfaction...
People who feel guilt at not being happy within marriage
often regard the fault as their own. They sometimes
think of it as a moral failure, 1like their lack of
application or perseverance, or simply that They have tThe
wrong attitude towards their partner or their marriage.

In the light of the connection I am maintaining
between the other elements within a good mnarriage and
happiness, the question might be pressed: how exactly do
matters such as ‘being a close friend’, etc., relate to
happiness in marriage? Why should the satisfaction of
these desiderata usually result in happiness within the
marriage? As far as I can see, there are no a priori
reasons why this is so. Certainly there is not a simple
egquation between these conditions being met and
happiness. It could have been the case, surely, that
people’s happiness is always found not in marriage but in
activities outside of it. Yet it does seem to be a fact
- of experience that marriage (in which the wvarious other
conditions are met) and happiness are directly linked.
As a matter of fact, most people need a degree of
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supportive recognition from a close friend in a committed
relationship in order to be happy. The evidence for this
claim is mainly empirical:®*® as a matter of fact, most
people think that being in such a marriage does bring the
couple happiness.

As I have said there is no a priori reason why there
should be this continuity between the two. However once
again a plausible explanation of a sociobiological kind
might explain why generally this 1is so. Clearly
conditions which make for successful long-term pair
bonding, like close friendship and commitment, are more
likely to be satisfied if they are also the conditions
which make for happiness. It would be very odd if
meeting them always resulted in frustration or conflict.
Accordingly it is not surprising that the human species
should have developed in such a way that the two do
coincide. Doing things that meet our basic biclogical
drives - having a c¢lose friendship, having a sculmate, a
home of one’s own, healthy children, etc. =~ is very
likely to make wus happy. Hence we should not be
surprised that the fact X bhelieves that marriage wiiil
make her happy - or that she wants to continue in this
state because it makes her happy ~ is regarded as a good
reason for her choosing to marry or to remain married.
If something will make one happy this is a prima facie
good reason for doing it; and if my arguments concerning
the major elements in a good marriage are sound, we have
good reasons for thinking that satisfying them in
marriage, will make someone happy.-’

I have ruled out the suggestion that the happiness
one believes one will find within marriage is the only
criterion we have for a good marriage. Even if we could
employ the concept in this all embracing way, it would be
useless unless it were filled out with a host of more
gpecific concepts. In other words, it will not do to try
to make ’happiness’ do all of the work. The fact is that
we do not assess a good marriage simply as consisting of
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the  happiness a couple experience due to it.
Furthermore, as we noted, a person may enter a marital
relationship in pursuit of goals that seem quite remote
from happiness. And they might want to continue being
married even if they are unhappy, especially when other
matters are a stake ~ 1like the well-being of their
children. Nevertheless, we normally think that the
happiness we believe it may bring, if not in the short-
term, in the long-run is a good reason for getting
married and/or remaining married.

I hope that I have established: (i) if the other
conditions we have discussed are met this usually gives
rise to happiness in marriage; (ii) happiness within
marriage is a necessary condition for a good marriage.
This brings us to another interpretation of ‘happiness’
which is also usually implied by the decision to get
married or mutatis mutandis to remain married. X might
say ‘I believe that if I marry Y this will bring me
happiness in life’ or ‘being married to ¥ has brought me
happiness in lifef. This sort of happiness does not seem
to refer to one’s mood, nor is it a feeling that one
occasionally night get, neither does the happiness need
to involve the particular things or experiences within
the relationship we have discussed which might make one
happy. Happiness in the sense we are now discussing has
to do with being contented with one’s lot in life, or in
being pleased with the way one’s life is progressing over
a long period of time. In this sense, someone who has
been married a long time might c¢laim to have ‘found
happiness in life due to marriage’.?* Again ’‘happiness’
in this context refers to her continuing exXperience of
married life as a whole; over a period of time, her
marriage has given her something she wants, happiness.
In other words, a good marriage is regarded as a way of
achieving a happy life; it is thought to be a sufficient,
though not a necessary condition for a happy life.

It should be stressed that happiness in life need
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not be the same as happiness in marriage. The former
state is compatible with the undeniable fact that
different people pursue a diversity of activities and
relationships in the name of happiness. Clearly we do
not all find ‘happiness in life’ by engaging in the same
kind of things. The happiness experienced by a man of
action may be guite different to that experienced by a
contemplative scholar, the dedicated artist, the
religious recluse.** Such people might well claim to find
happiness in their lives without their being married. If
I am correct, it seems that while happiness within
marriage, like happiness in life, is general, the latter
is more general than the former. It follows that a
person might find happiness in marriage but not happiness
in life; it i1s perhaps her chief desire to succeed as an
academic, but she cannot. Happiness in marriage is not
a sufficient condition for a happy life. On the other
hand, it seems possible (but unlikely) to suppose that a
person can be unhappily married but happy in life, if
other things are far more important to her than her
marriage.>:

There is another aspect of this general point that
is worth noting. It could be argued that a couple are
not obliged to sacrifice their own happiness for the rest
of their lives, if their marriage seriously encroaches on
this. Why? Part of the answer is that where the unhappy
marriage clearly conflicts with their happiness in life -
and if everyone concerned would be happier if the
narriage were dissolved - we seem to give priority to the
latter. If this is the case we can further modify our
notion of the commitment we make on marrying as a promise
which includes (in brackets): ’But not if it will destroy
both of our happiness for the rest of our lives.’

One last point 1is worth our noting: in giving
happiness in life as the reason for marrying, one is
ruling out the instrumentality of what is being done in
relation to some other, different end. If soneone were
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to ask ‘What do you want to be happy in life for?!’ we
would think that the question is odd. We do not want
happiness in life for anything else - we Jjust want to be
happy, that’s all. We do not aim at happiness in order
to get other things; although as we have seen, we can and
do other things, 1like wmarrying, in order to get
happiness.

Conclusion

We now have an outline of some of the reasons that
could be used to explain why we think that a good
marriage is worthwhile. 1In a good marriage a person will
have a close friend or loving soulmate, with whom they
will have a shared identity, to whom and from whom they
will make a lifelong c¢ommitment, and with whom they will
find happiness. Or in more practical terms, in a good
marriage we believe the partners will be close friends,
that communication between them will be open, intimate
and supporting, that sex will be goed, that because
important segments of their lives are shared they will
develop a mutual identity, that they are both committed
to each other by virtue of their marriage and that all of
this brings them both happiness. Regarded as empirical
claims the items in this list are still somewhat vague
(it is unlikely that we could verify them
psychologically) and it goes without saying, the list is
as yet inconplete.

However a further test for my claim that the items
discussed are necessary conditions for a good marriage is
that they count as good reasons why someone might decide
to marry or to remain married. In other words, if
someone were to ask: ’‘Why has X decided to marry?’ to
reply ‘She and Y are close friends, etc¢.’ makes the
decision intelligible. It has been pointed out to me
that whilst this makes the decision intelligible it is
not prima facie a good reason. It merely offers an
explanation. Nevertheless I think that the two (i.e.
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reasons that make an act intelligible and reasons that
make a decision good) are closely connected and ny
suggestion is that the concepts - in terms of which the
decision to marry can be made intelligible - are the
concepts which would count as good reasons for the
decision. Perhaps this point is more obvious in an
example where the opposite ig assumed. Suppcese that X
says ‘I have decided to marry Y’; to point out to her
that they are not even cliose friends is a (prima facie)
good reason against such a move.’ Reasons thus become
good reasons 1if they are sufficiently strong and
appropriate for the decision in question.

On this account, some of the reasons we have
discussed count as prima facie good reasons for the
decision to marry and to remain married. If they are
met, these conditions may give us happiness within
marriage. And happiness within marriage is a necessary
condition for a good marriage. More importantly, I went
on to claim that a good marriage is thought to be a
sufficient condition (though not a necessary one) for a
happy life.
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Chapter Your

A critique of traditional marriage

According to many writers a major cause of
unhappiness, especially for women, is that we are brought
up to think that marriage brings happiness. For wonen
rather than happiness, marriage wmust result in
oppression, boredom and dependence. The seminal exponent
of this view is Simone de Beauvoir.® She maintains that
marriage always subordinates a woman to a man and so
erodes her freedomn. This is the primary source of
women‘’s oppression, It is the source of their lack of
self~determination in all other areas of life, their lack
of personal growth, the cause of boredom and the
occasional feelings of desperation in mothers, and of
their sexual oppression. Thus from a prudential point of
view it is irrational for a woman to choose to marry,
However de Beauvoir (1988:29) goes on to claim that it is
not merely imprudent but immoral for a woman to narry.

It might be thought that nowadays de Beauvolir’s
arguments are entirely beside the point since the
traditional marital relationship she criticized no longer
exists. Women can do anything now: they can own
property, enter the professions, bring up children alone,
(at least they can do these things in liberal western
countries). This is a common line of argument. To
answer it, I will show that many of the features of the
traditional marriage de Beauvoir criticizes persist into
the present and that most of her criticisms of marriage
are still valid today. Concern might also be expressed
that this task seems to be mainly empirical. But it is
not. For the substance of de Beauveoir’s attack on
marriage 1is philosophical. Given what we know about
human nature, she argues, the institution of marriage
will always contain irremediable flaws.? (It is not
surprising therefore that mnost of the more recent
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feminist contributions in this area are expansions upon
de Beauvolr’s original criticism of marriage.®) I will
show that the kinds of flaws de Beauvoir refers to,
however, can be thought to show that marriage is a bad
thing for both sexes.

The philosophical underpinnings of de Beauvoir’s attack
on marriage

Underlying de Beauvoir’s claim that it is imprudent
for a woman to marry is a view of human nature. It is
the assumption that all human beings have certain natural
desires: the most important of which is the desire for
freedon. For our purposes, there are at least two
relevant aspects to this. Firstly, following Sartre, de
Beauvoir (1972:10~-11), insists that freedom is
fundamental to consciousness.® Human consciousness must
choose whatever theories, beliefs or values go to make up
its contents.® We are free to choose our world view.
Material things in the world are, up to a point
describable by the laws of Science. But no scientific
theory or other approach that we use for understanding
it, will ever give us the full account we desire.
Nonetheless we have to try to make it intelligible.
Conscious beings, then (are free to) choosge the
descriptions and even the basic categories with which
they classify the world, be it scientific, religious,
humanistic, etc.

Freedom, in this sense, is the basis of our values.
As Sartre (1966:76) writes:

My freedom 1is the unique foundation of
values...

If a kind of person, action, state-of-affairs is deemed
to have value, it 1is wvaluable only because one has
consciously chosen it to be so. Nothing else c¢an
determine whether one should value this person (action,
thing) rather than that. Without human freedom there
would be no values. A similar claim underlies de

w7
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Beauvoir’s view. She (1972:24) writes:
Freedom is the source from which all
gsignifications and all values spring.

As well as regarding freedom as a condition of all
values, de Beauvolir claims that 1t is itself a
fundamental value. She (1972:24) writes:

The man who seeks to Jjustify his life must want

freedom itself absolutely and above everything

else.
Since his or her actions are the means of attaining
something that a person regards as good - even if it is
only in the justification of the significant choices they
have made in their life ~ they must regard freedom as a
necessary value. The freedom valued consists (at least)
in the ability to control one’s actions by one’s unforced
choices,

De Beauvoir’s claims seem to be corroborated by
ordinary experience in which most of us believe that in
the important areas of their lives, all adult persons
ocught to be autonomous, i.e. they ought to make their own
choices and decisions (and act upon some of them) without
undue interference from other persons. Even where such
independence seems to give rise to anxiety and
unhappiness, we seem to think that this should be
overcome rather +than decrease the person’s self-
determination.

Thus we believe that persons must be able to make
their own decisions about the important alternatives that
face them and to act upon some of these decisions; for
instance, whether or not to get married. And when
married, each partner must be able to make his or her own
choices concerning some of the central features of their
lives, e.g. whether or not fto pursue their earlier career
or hobbies, whether to have close relationships with
their extended family, etc. Alongside this, to be self-
determining each spouse must be able to choose the groups
with whom they affiliate, socially, politically, in
religion. They must be able to make cheices - both
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specific and general - concerning the more intimate
aspects of their relationship with their spouse, like
whether or not (on a given occasion) to have sexual
intercourse with him or, more generally, whether or not
to have children, to practice contraception, and so
forth. And to be self-determining they must be able to
make an enormous number of choices concerning the
mundane, 1inevitable aspects of everyday life; for
examnple, their hairstyle, what clothes to wear, whether
to eat this or that, and so on. Lastly, they must be
able to choose whether or not they will continue with it
if the relationship or the marriage is a bad one.

I might be asked: do we in fact believe that people
should be free in all of these respects? My response is
that there are good reasons for believing this. To the
extent that an adult’s capacity for self-determination is
underdeveloped, their -judgements and actions are likely
to be governed by unconscious motives and compensations,
their projects are likely to be frustrated, their lives
more likely to be empty or dominated by the judgements of
others. 8o a corollary of the claim above is that we are
not fully responsible adult persons unless we are self-
determining. (However this is not to say that the
choices or decisions that we make are expected to be
without references to the preferences, wants or needs of
others.)

De Beauvoir goes on to couple her account of the
value of freedonm with what she claims is a natural desire
for freedom -~ which she suggests is found in all human
beings - when she (1988:21) writes of the ‘urge of each
individual to affirm his subjective eaexistence’. Like
many cthers philosophers, de Beauvoir maintains (I think
correctly) that there is in human nature a natural desire
for (onefs own) freedom.

She goes on to claim that there is another side to
the desire for freedom that is fundamental to human
consciousness, this is a desire we have for power over
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others; to dominate and subjugate them, or to turn them
into what de Beauvoir calls ‘the other’. This latter
innate disposition is (1988:17):

... (another) fundamental category of human

thought.
Elsewhere de Beauvoir (1988:483) writes:

...the temptation to dominate is the most truly

universal...
To have power of this sort requires that one is a subject
rather than an object in one’s relationship with another
person; in other words, the ability to maintain oneself
as a subject requires that one has power over those with
whom we associate. The other side of this coin suggests
that an autonomous person is one who can resist being
made an object, or of being dominated by another.

The desire to dominate others takes many forms. In

a non-civilized state (perhaps a Hobbesian state of
nature) the struggle for power might well manifest itself
in a fight to the death; or if one party surrenders - due
to fear of being killed - it can result in a master-slave
type of relationship. In contrast, in capitalist
societies today, the desire to dominate others reveals
itself mainly in economic terms. Members of the
economically powerful class (usually men) attempt to
dominate others - and to gain social recognition and
respect from them - by virtue of their greater wealth and
economic power. They will use their superior power to
exploit those with less of it. In modern bourgeois
societies, in other words, economic domination is a way
of meeting the basic human desire for power., The
relationship between one class and the other in a modern
capitalist economy is much more complex and nebulous than
this caricature of it suggests, of course, but let us
accept that competition in business boils down to the
matter of a competition for greater power.

In such societies, however, women typically are
denied access to the world of work at the level where the




12t

work in question equates with power.® So they must use

other means to meet this desire. They can do this,
especially in their relationships with men, by
emphasizing their beauty and their seductiveness. De

Beauvoir (1988:697-698) writes:

...she (a young woman) subdues her partner to

her pleasure and overwhelms him with her gifts

...through promised benefits...or by artfully

arousing his desire...
Or as Mitchell (1973:55) puts the matter succinctly:

One of the few resources women have is to

'sell’ their bodies.
But women realize that this basis of power is short-
lived; their beauty and hence their power as a seductress
is limited. However they are encouraged teo believe that
there 1is another source of power at their disposal.
Marriage 1is this other way of gaining power and more
generally of acquiring economic dJdominance and social
respect. For they are persuaded that the wives of
prominent men ghare their husband’s power.” We will see
shortly why it is imprudent for a woman to believe this.

A second natural desire de Beauvoir (1988:391)
claims that all human beings have, 1s the desire for
self~-fulfilment. We all naturally desire to develop our
talents or potentialities. (The assumption seems to be
that if we do so, this is more likely to result in a
happy 1life.) For most of us, this aspect of our
development appears to become rooted in late childhood
when, if we are fortunate, we choose to undertake tasks
which we find challenging and in which there is some
probability of our being successful. Thus a young woman
has an aptitude and she is encouraged to develop this
aptitude which she has and many others have not. She is
encouraged, this is to say, to become an actress, an
artist, or whatever.
The development of any talent we may have however

needs to be accomplished, we are told, through
‘transcendence’ (as opposed to ’‘immanence’).® According
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to de Beauvoir {1988:28-29) we achieve transcendence

...through a continual reaching out towards
other liberties...into an indefinitely open
future.
In more practical terms, what this requires is that one
is engaged in creative projects which define goals heyond
the present and that try to c¢hange the world in some
lasting way.

De Beauvoir (1988:87-88) goes on to c<laim that
transcendence is typically attained through meaningful
and creative work. To engage in meanlingful work is to
engage in freely chosen projects that do not stunt the
personality or force it into one single track and ignore
all the rest, but permits one’s personality toc have a
well-rounded development. On the other hand, de Beauvoir
(1988:29) insists that without creative work, a human
life is incomplete, if not worthless. One reason for
this might be that the work a person does, when it is
‘meaningful’, shapes their idea of who they are; and more
generally, others usually identify who or what a person
is in terms of his or her work. Thus we refer to ‘so-
and~soc the actress’, or the dancer, or the philosopher.
Presumably this is because it is the most clearly public
aspect of their life. To put the point differently: it
is their work® (or more precisely their vocation or
professional career’®} that defines a person in their own

eyes and in the eyes of others.™

{This throws some light
on the sense of rejection and loss of identity that
acconmpanies an extended period of unamployment).

We can find meaningful projects and transcendence in
work. However it is obvious from the point above that
this should not be confused with mere repetitive work.
There are of course many people in the workforce who f£ind
their work a drudgery. When work is soul-destroying,
this alienates a person from their sense of
transcendence. Of such cases, de Beauvoir (1988:29)
writes:

...transcendence fallg back into Iimmanence,
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stagnation, there is a degradation of existence
into the “‘en soi’ -~ the brutish 1life of
subjection to given conditions...
In contrast, meaningful labour enables the individual to
find the right orientation of themselves in their work,
to fulfil themselves in their current situation and also
to see how and in what direction they can develop in the
future.

Women -~ who until recently anyway have been denied
access to the sense of fulfilment that is possible in a
career - are persuaded that even today marriage ‘still
offers them the best career’.™ The traditional view, as
de Beauvoir (1988:167) writes, is that marriage for a
woman is:

...a most honourable career, freeing her from

the need of any other participation in the

collective life.*®
To put the point in another way: our mores suggests that
a woman‘s sense of creative fulfilment can be found when
she is a housewife and when she bears and rears children.
(As we noted, numerous popular women’s magazines, films,
television programmes, attest to this.) and as we shall
see shortly, this belief too is badly mistaken and it
compounds the plight of married women.

A third natural desire we all have is to be wanted
sexually and to attain sexual fulfilment.'” We want to
express our sexuality freely.*®* De Beauvoir claims that
this is a form of <transcendental proiject for males.
During erotic pleasure, she (1988:393) writes, the man’s
body  behaves in keeping with his transcendent
consciousness

...he projects himself towards the other,
without losing his independence.
It follows that when the male and female have sexual
intercourse, she 1is objectifled and possessed by hin.
Unlike a man, however, de Beauvoir claims that a woman is
not able to find transcendence in her sex organs. Her
sexual desire ig (somehow) fabsorbed back into her whole

X
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body’ .*® In the light of this de Beauvoir (1888:417)
writes of a woman engaged in heterosexual intercourse as:

Being more profoundly beside herself than is
the man because her whole body is moved by

desire and excitement, she retains her
subjectivity only through union with her
partner.

For a woman the pleasure of sex includes the whole
personalities of both partners, emotions as well as
physical feelings.'” And this (so-called) difference
between men and women is one of the many sources of a
woman’s sexual oppression.

As we noted, de Beauvoir maintains that to be
desired sexually is one way in which a woman hopes to
gain power over men. However, as we saw in Chapter Two,
in the traditional mores, for a woman to try to satisfy
this desire by having sexual intercourse in advance of
being married, or extra-maritally, is regarded as morally
wrong. Traditionally, while men have been allowed to
'sow their wild oats’, sexual intercourse for women was
(and to some extent still is condoned) only within the
institution of marriage. Furthermore given the problems
of venereal disease and nowadays AIDS, pregnancy, and a
lingering social stigma surrounding premarital and extra~
marital sexual relationships, to have sexual intercourse
outside of marriage is risky for women. Hence they see
marriage as the most obvious way of meeting their natural
desire for sexual satisfaction. Once again, as we shall
see, this belief also is seriously mistaken.

Thus de Beauvoir claims that women, like men, have
the natural desire for autonomy over their own lives
together with the desire for power over others, they
desire transcendence through creative projects and sexual
fulfilment. They see marriage as the most obvious means
of meeting all of these natural desires. But due to

certain irremediable flaws in the marital relationship
these expectations cannot be met. If this is the case,
it is c¢learly imprudent for women to choose to marry.
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However de Beauvolr goes on to c¢laim that it is not
merely imprudent but immoral. She (in conversation with
Friedan 1975:18) says:
No woman should stay at home and raise children
.. .women should not have the choice...*®
For de Beauvoir, this is not simply a matter of marriage
being an imprudent choice for a woman {(or, presumably for
a man if he takes on the domestic role). A woman who
chooses to marry, to become a housewife and to bear and
raise children is doing something morally wrong.®?

It night be objected that this claim seems to be
inconsistent for someone who tells us that her moral
perspective is bullt on the existentialist ontology to be
found in Sartre’s Being and Nothingness.”  Surely, we
would expect de Beauvoir to emphasize the overriding
importance of individual choice and not be concerned with
moral considerations of right and wrong. So how can we
be individually responsible for all of our choices and at
the same time have our choice restricted by a moral
reguirement that rules out the choice to marry? Before
we answer this, let us consider de Beauvoir‘’s attack on
marriage in more detail.

Marriage and the destruction of a woman’s autonomy

Marriage destroys a woman’s freedon. This claim
seems to follow a fortiori if, as de Beauvoir (1988:483)
maintains, we are bound to seek power over others: in a
clogse relationship with another person, 1like being
married to them, one’s spouse must limit one’s freedom in
some ways. And 1if, as we are told, the power
relationships within monogamous marriage are always
unequal and it is true that wives are bound to be more or
less dominated by their husbands due to the inimical
power relations in marriage, a woman must always lack the
autonomy she naturally desires over her own life. There
are a number of empirical explanations as to why this is
s0.
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According to de Beauveir, a major cause of mnale
domination is the bourgeois system of private ownership,
from which the institution of ’‘male-headed marriage’ is
the inevitable result.?* In the traditional marriage the
husband is expected to be the breadwinner, he is expected
to ‘bring in the money’. with this income, he is
expected to support his wife and family. At the same
time, however, this entitles him to a privileged position
within the marriage. Since he {the husband) earns the
income he thereby is taken to own it. As a result he has
(financial) control over his wife and family. Usually,
what follows from this, is that the husband regards his
wife as a kind of private property which he owns. 1In
other words, his financial superiority within the
relationship is one form of his power to dominate and
exploit his wife. Engels (1986:15) makes the same point
graphically when he writes:

Within the family he is the bourgeocis, and the
wife represents the proletariat.
As a housewife, a woman has to depend on her husband
financially and this dependence is one main cause of her
lack of freedon.

Two aspects of this general point deserve to be
emphasized. Firstly, in the traditional marriage it is
the husband’s role, mainly due to his superiocr economic
status, to be the head of the household and he has this
status in the view of most members of society. As such,
usually, he thinks of his wife as being subordinate to
him. In the recent past, she took his surname, belonged
to his religion, his class, his circle.*® Also as the
head of the house, he will expect to make the important
decisions which affect them both. Ultimately he decides
where they will live, the kind of lifestyle they will
have, the friends they will or will not have, and so on.
As a result, de Beauvoir (1988:448) writes:

They (men] look to marriage for an enlargement,
a confirmation of their existence...
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Secondly, since the husband is expected to work in
paid employment in order to provide the family income, he
will be the one with a career and public status. His
sense of identity will mainly come from and will be seen
in terms of his occupation. Thus typically a man is not
defined by his marital status. As de Beauvoir (1988:448)
points out:

...he is regarded first of all as a producer

whose existence is Jjustified by the work he

does...
In this way, the husband reaches out beyond the domestic
sphere. If he is successful in the paid work that he
does, moreover, he is likely to find his work meaningful
and rewarding and this, in turn is related to his sense
of self-fulfilment or transcendence. If he is fortunate,
for instance, he may actively and creatively participate
in the structuring of society. De Beauvoir (1988:105)
claime that such a man is the ‘incarnation of
transcendence’. She (1988:449) writes:

In his occupation and his political life he

encounters change and progress, he senses his

extension through time and the universe...
It is little wonder that as a result of these (alleged)
advantages de Beauvoir (1988:483) feels Jjustified in
claining “‘Marriage 1incites man to a capricious
imperialism.’

On the other hand, marriage is a freedom-destroying
experience for & woman. Firstly, the world and its
possibilities which are made accessible to the teenage
girl are “‘snatched away’ from her. De Beauvoir
(1988:449) writes:

.. .8he breaks more or less decisively with her
past, Dbecoming attached to her husband’s
universe.
Things which had previously been central in her life -~
perhaps a career and related projects - are forgotten, or
at the least, shelved.
Secondly, as a housewife, she is financially
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dependent on her husband. At best, she is only free to
choose within the parameters of the financial resources
allowed to her by her husband. As a housewife, she is
excluded from the public sphere of paid employment, As
a result, her horizons are significantly narrowed;
‘domestic service and attendance wupon infants are her
roles’.*® For this reason aleone the wife finds herself in
a subordinate position. At the same time, the wife is
required to loyally serve her husband for her lowly wage
or more usually for no wage at all.* But as Greer
(L971:319) points out:
No worker could be required to sign on for life
[in this wayl: if he did, his employer could
disregard all his attempts to gain better pay
and conditions,*
On the other hand, the services provided by a woman, as
a housekeeper and child caretaker although they
constitute a substantial contribution to the family’s
econonic productivity, are ignored as a source of income.
This brings us to the third way in which a
housewife’s potential for autonomy is eroded, namely, she
will lack a robust sense of her own identity. Not only
does she become economically dependent on her spouse, she
becomes dependent on the marital relationship to provide
her with a sense of identity. She is defined in relation
to her spouse. She becomes her husbandfs ‘octher half’;
e.g. the doctor’s wife. Some o©f the conventions that
typically we associate with the marriage ceremony
symbolize such a subordinate relationship. For instance,
the bride is ’given away’ by the father, the man ‘takes’
a wife. At no time does she seem to belong to herself;
from being her father’s property she becomes her
husband’s in much the same way as a piece of property is
passed from one owner to the next.*®
On marrying instead of a man and a woman creating a
joint identity together, according to de Beauveir, what
in fact happens is that the man gains a partner who is
identified with him, a complement to his identity. On
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the other hand, in effect the woman loses her own
identity. She loses the identity that she had as a
worker and the continuity of her sense of her
individuality provided by outside work relationships. 2as
a result of her inferior role within the traditional
marriage, she is likely to have a poor sense of who she
is, or of self-esteen. She has become ’‘in essence, a
servant and general labourer?,*” an object for her
husband. Often she becomes so far removed from power,
she never contemplates what it would be like to have
genuine responsibilities (like that of being head of the
house).?*®

It would be wrong to suggest that de Beauvoir thinks
that in the unegual power relationships of the
traditional marriage, women are the hapless victims of
their enslavement. On the contrary, a woman is usually
the willing accomplice in the surrender of her freedom.
De Beauvoir (1988:452) suggests that the great majority
of women

...are more active than young men in seeking
marriage and taking the initiative 1in the
nmatter.
Why would a woman choose to do this when the results so
undermine her freedom? Perhaps as Millett (1972:37)
suggests, it is a male conspiracy:
...a sporting kind of reparation to allow the
subordinate female certain means of saving
face.®
A veneer of choice is given to a woman when she chooses
to get married. But it masks the fact that this choice
will limit her freedom more than any other she is likely
to make in her life. This is the point at which a woman
is free to take the initiative for the last time. For as
Greer (1971:186) writes, this is the last stage in the
romantic adventure

...the one adventure open to her and now it is
over. Marriage is the end of the story.

If she is going to be dominated from there on by her
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husband, she had better be thought to choose to do so.

A more plausible reason de Beauvoir (1988:168) gives
for women actively seeking marriage is that often she
does this to find a means of economic support. Through
marriage, a woman

...can hope to rise...into a caste superior to
her own, a miracle that could not be bought by
the labour of her lifetime.
Usually she can attain a better standard of livirng with
a husband than through her own endeavours. In this way,
women ‘identify their own survival with the prosperity of
those who feed them.’?

This 1s further support for the view that a woman
naturally strives to 'marry well’ (to find a rich and
powerful mate) to improve her social status in the belief
that ‘some of his privilege will, so to speak, rub off’
on her.* So, seemingly, disparate features in her life
‘lover and “‘status’ are inextricably intertwined.
Firestone sums up both of the points above - i.e. the
conspiracy (to make women believe they choose to marry)
and the view of marriage as a means of social advancement
- when she (1970:132) writes:

To participate in one’s subjection by choosing
one’s master often gives the illusion of free
choice; but in reality a woman is never free to
choose love without external motives [improved
social status].
Of course, only a small percentage of women in fact gain
the economic benefits and social mobility for which, we
are told, they marry. However, society makes wmuch of
these women. Furthermore, the prize always looks closer
at hand than it is.%® One reason why this pursuit of
advancement and thereby vicarious power is frustrated is
that it is usually self-defeating. A woman about to
marry believes that she will share her husband’s power
but it is usually the woman who becomes the victim of it,
by finding herself only in a subordinate role; he has
‘ownership and control’ of her.*®
Once having accomplished her ambition to marry (for
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whatever motive) the woman wants to please her husbhand.
She wants to create a home for them both, where ’‘he does
not have to fight for his position’ in the way that he is
required to in the competitive world of work.®** She wants
to cook for him and to wait upon him. Furthermore she
wants to look up to her husband, ‘to seek his gquidance to
think of him as her superior’.?s Added to this she
usually sees herself as a sexual object for her husband’s
enjoyment., She tries to keep her body approximate ‘to
the accepted image as a condition of his continuing
desire and pride in her’.°® In this way she is ‘more
often a sexual object than a person’ for her husband, as
well as herself.?” (At the same time, she is unlikely to
ask herself whether or not her husband is attractive to
her, only whether she is attractive to him.) She makes
herself pretty for him and she makes his life pleasurable
by tending to his physical and emotional needs.” Such a
woman typically embraces her husband’s political opinions
and values.> Indeed, de Beauvolir {1988:663) claims that
the woman

...tries to see with his eyes; she reads the

books he reads, prefers the pictures and the

music he prefers...she adopts his friendships:;

his enmities, his opinions...
She is usually content (and is expected to be content) to
submissively accept her subordinate role, to be the
shadew of her man.?

However we are reminded that by behaving like this,

a woman nmakes choices ‘not in accordance with her true
nature...but as man defines her’.* She puts herself
entirely in his hands; she forfeits her autonomy. As de
Beauvolir (1988:653) puts the point:

...she Will humble herself to nothingness

before him.
But there is a paradox in such behaviour; it is self-
defeating. When the housewife lets her ildentity be
swallowed up by her husband in the way described, then
there is nothing left for him to love. When she lets

;
a3
-2
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herself be so dominated by her husband, there can be no
reciprocal relationship because she has let herself
become nothing but a reflection of this man.

There is an equally troublesome reason why this
subservient role is counterproductive to her interests.
The wife has to be watchful in case she loses her spouse
to another woman. She must discover and humour her
husband’s weaknesses; she must learn to apply in due
measure ‘flattery and scorn, vigilance and leniency’.*?
He must be granted neither too much nor toc little of the
latter. If she is too lenient, she runs the risk of
losing him. In which case, whatever money and passion he
devotes to this other woman is taken from her, his wife.
Furthermore she runs the risk of a mistress gaining
enough power over her husband to make him divorce her.
On the other hand, if she annoys him with her
watchfulness, her scenes, her demands, if she denies him
all sexual adventures, she is also likely to turn him
against her and again she risks divorce. The position
seems intolerable. She may well feel that she has no
‘option but to run away’.*

But if there comes a time when the wife can no
longer tolerate this state-of-affairs, having chosen to
marry and to be a housewife, the woman usually lacks the
necessary training to enter any adequately paid
profession. Not having any marketable skills she is
totally dependent on her husband’s goodwill. Without an
cutside source of income, she becomes reliant on her
husband’s earnings and hence his generosity. She has

*  Furthermore in those cases where

becone ‘his vassal’.*
this goodwill is absent, for a woman to contemplate
divorce becomes only a theoretical possibility. Lacking
the necessary skills, the wife knows only too well that
life would be very hard for her to survive without her
husband’s financial support. And if she has children,
her marketability as a housewife to another man is

further minimized. In ways like the above, de Beauvoir
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claims the traditional marriage destroys a woman’s

autonomy and her identity.

A response to de Beauvoir’s assessment of autonomy

De Beauveir (1988:493) claims that an important
factor in the loss of a woman’s autonomy in marriage is
due to her giving up the paid employment she enjoyed when
she was single, but it could be objected that this is
adrift of the facts. At the time de Beauvoir was writing
either middle~-class single women did not work or if they
did, most of them earned far 1less than their male
counterparts. As a result such women were unlikely ever
to have been financially independent. Even nowadays if
they work, the majority of women earn at least 30% less
than men.*®* When they marry 1f they go out to work, this
is unlikely to bring about economic parity between a wife
and her husband. It seens unlikely that many of them
could be financially independent if this means they would
earn enough to support themselves.

In response to the point above it might be suggested
that women who work, no matter how small their income,
get a sense of financial independence since they are no
longer completely dependent on their husband’s incone.*®
Taylor and Mill (Rossi 1970:105) made the point
colourfully (a hundred years earlier) when they argued:

...a woman who contributes materially to the
support of the family, cannot be treated in the
same contemptuously tyrannical manner as one
who, however she may toil as a domestic drudge,
is a dependent on the man for subsistence.
What Taylor and Mill suggest is that to give herself a
gsense of financial independence, a woman should be both
a wife and try to have a successful career.”
However de Beauvoir (1988:498) seems to think that
even in these cases, the husband would financially
dominate his wife. To see this, we need to make a

distinction between sarning money and controlling it. 1In

the traditional relationship the husband will always
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control +the household income.*® Since the husband
controls it of «course, merely returning to paid
employment is not going to automatically solve a woman’s
lack of financial independence. She might earn an income
of her own but this will be controlled by her husband.*

It might be pointed out that nowadays most of us do
not have the sort of financial arrangements in marriage
that de Beauvoir is discussing. Financial dependence and
the associated lack of one’s own identity are no longer
applicable to modern marriages. Societal expectations
have changed. More and more women are entering the
workforce and have an income of their own and a status in
their own right. They no longer need to accept an
inferior financial role in marriage.

But it is wrong to suppose that all traces of these
differences have disappeared; ‘equality is, even so,
rare’.®*® Further, we might query the assumption that in
the typical medern marital relationship a husband will
always have control over how the household income is
spent.®  Certainly there are no a priori grounds for
supposing this. and at first blush, one’s own experience
seems to suggest that couples vary widely as to the part
each plays in the financial management of their affairs.®*
But the empirical evidence indicates that even today, in
most marriages, whilst it is the wife who manages the
day-to-day household budget, the husband still has the
final say over the main financial decisions.® Despite
the current emphasis on the importance of equality and
sharing in marriage, the empirical findings indicate that
financial equality in the management of their affairs
only happens in 20% of cases.® As de Beauvolir (1988:445)
suggests:

Modern marriage can be understood only in the
light of a past that tends to perpetuate
itself,.
We are dealing with deep~rooted socio~economic causes
whose efficacy might diminish (temporarily) but they do
not go away.®® It seems, in particular, that in most

7
3
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marriages today, de Beauvoir‘’s indictment that marriage
results in the husband financially controlling his
spouse, is vindicated.

Another way in which de Beauveir’s general claim is
vindicated in modern times is in the disadvantage that
most married women experience (in contrast with their
husbands) if they pursue a career. Most people still
expect a working woman to assume the main responsibility
for the upkeep of the home. It is still her
responsibility to continue to do most of the housework
and to make adeguate provision for childcare. She has,
in effect, a ‘double shift’.®® 35he has to bear the double
burden of two jobs, one pald outside the home, the other

unpaid inside.®’

Most husbands, in contrast only have to
work the one shift.®® There are some cases, of course, in
which married women are successfully engaged in
professional or managerial careers and they are not faced
by the double burden of housework and childcare.®® For
instance, some (usually middle-class) women can maintain
household standards and avoid the problems of raising
children by employing a domestic worker. ﬁorking—class
women, on the other hand, usually have no option but to
bear the double burden. As a result, unlike her husband,
the choices of work outside of the home that such wives
can make are limited due to their role as a housewife or
mother.

This brings us to a related disadvantage which many
wives in paid employment experience. If they want to
have a career, this usually means that they will have to
compete with men in the public sphere. For as Friedan
(1965:300) counsels:

If a job is to be the way out of the trap for
a woman, it must be a job that she can take
seriously as part of a life plan, work in which
she can grow as part of society.

However it 1is pointed out by many writers that the
woman’s career is typically interrupted when she retreats

from the labour force to have and to care for young
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children. (For at the same time as pursuing a career,
women want to be geocod wives and mothers; they want to
perform their roles as wives and mothers successfully.)
Usually this is at the very stage at which ambitious men
are taking the first key steps up the promotion ladder.
This too places a wife at a disadvantage when compared
with her husband who, typically, does not have his careser
interrupted in this way. As a consequence cf this, we
are reminded of de Beauvoir’s (1988:165) point:

ceedit is more difficult for woman than for man

to reconcile her family life with her role as

worker.
This too, surely, is a feature of the traditional
marriage which still applies today.

Before we leave this point I have a guite different
observation to make. It cohcerns the expectations which
is placed in the traditional marriage upon the husband to
provide the family income. At the time de Beauvoir was
writing, it was generally expected that when a man
married he would support his wife and family. A large
portion if not all of his income was allocated to this
end. But where this is the case, we nmight ask: isn’t
marriage imprudent for him? De Beauvoir also overlooks
the peint that in having to support his wife and family
and having to finance the upkeep of a home, most men have
no choice but to continue in paid employment. They are,
as Greer (1971:250) colourfully puts it, ‘...screwed
permanently into the system’. Many husbands also find
that they are unfulfilled in their work but cannot stop
working because of their financial duties to their wives
and families. With such economic demands placed upon
them it is not clear that in most marriages, husbands are
any more economically independent than their wives.
Furthermore, no doubt we can all cite cases in which the
wife has control over the household purse strings. Her
husband brings home the pay packet and the wife is the
one who makes the decisions regarding when and how this
income shall be distributed. To this extent she holds
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the financial power in their relationship. Where this is
the case, de Beauvoir’s criticism of this aspect of
marriage applies, mutatis mutandis, to men.

A different difficulty we might have with de
Beauvoir’s general argument that marriage leads to the
destruction of a young woman’s autonomy is that this
claim is disingenuous. On de Beauvoir’s interpretation
of the phrase ’‘to be free to do gomething’, entails that
one is able to actually exercise the chcice to do that
thing. But many women are not aware that they have this
choice vis-a-vis marriage until it is too late - they are
already married and have borne children.®*® And this is
not surprising. For as de Beauvoir {1988:445) writes:

Marriage is the destiny traditionally offered

to women by society.
The ability to know what we want in the choices we make,
is not always as straightforward as it might seem. To
paraphrase Sartre (1966:624~625), the choices that are
available to us depend upon the factivity of the
situation. And we have seen (in Chapter Two) many of our
thoughts and actions with regard to marriage are shaped
by the mores in which we have been raised. Women
typically choose to marry not in an atmosphere where not
marrying is a real option but in the facticity of a
social context in which the overriding belief 1is that
marriage is the first and foremost of goals for young
women, 5* (They often believe also that part of their
adult identity is tied up with being a wife and mother.)
The choice for most young women is not whethexr or not to
marry but who to marry. Hence the idea of a choice - to
marry or not to marry = is not a real option for most
wonmen.

However in support of de Beauvoir it might be argued
that once they are married, if they realize they have
surrendered their freedom, every woman can do something
about this. For some, as Greer (1971:18) suggests, it
may be that all she needs do is to free herself ‘from the
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desire to fulfil her husband’s expectations’. But often
the problem is greater than that. Often she is faced
with the choice of whether or not to end an unhappy
marriage. She has to choose, this is to say, between
staying married with the accompanying frustration of her
life goals, or to divorce, with the accompanying upheaval
and distress caused not only to her spouse but to their
children, parents and family, and often in the awareness
of the lack of any acceptable alternatives open to her.
If these factors do not completely determine her cheoice,
they significantly circumscribe it. (And similar
arguments apply mutatis mutandis to her husband).

De Beauvoir is aware of these difficulties of
course. She recognizes the conflict between a woman’s
need to assert herself as an independent person and, at
the same time, the restraints that seem to limit this
choice.®® However de Beauvoir insists that we are all
capable of registing the ‘seductions of dependence’ . A
woman can ‘cast herself as transcendent and posit a
desiring project of her own’.® Like Sartre, de Beauvoir
maintains that every human being is both a pour*soiland
en-soi; we are both a transcendence and an immanent
facticity. We are limited by our facticity but given
these limits, human beings are always free to transcendg
their present situation and choose a new course of action
from the many possibilities that are always before them.®

A final dAifficulty needs to be noted, although it
will be discussed in detail in the next chapter. It
concerns the claim that in marriage the wife must bhe
subordinate to her husband; the husband must be the head
of their household. If this is a logical ’‘must’ it is
clearly false; there is no contradiction in denying the
claim or demonstrating that the contrary is often the
case. Nor is this the ‘must’ of causal connection; it is
not a matter of say, psychological necessity. It is
psychologically possible that in marriage the husband is

dominated by the wife. And we can all cite cases where
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the wife is (or seems to be) the dominant partner. The
husband in such cases has a good reason for the claim
that he lacks autonomy due to the relationship.

The ‘must’ in question follows, of course, from de
Beauvoir‘s belief that we are all motivated by the desire
for power over others, the basic human desire to turn
them into ‘the other’. Following de Beauvoir, we need
this principle to comprehend human relationships. When
we try to make sense of the latter, we cannot escape the
universal nature of the ’‘temptation to dominate’.®® Thus
the dominant/subordinate relationship in marriage is
inevitable. But is it? And if it is, if marriage does
entail that one or other must be the head of the house,
must this be thought to reflect badly on the institution
of marriage, as de Beauvolir clains?

Housework and the loss of self-realization

Another natural desire that all human beings have,
we noted, is the desire for self~fulfilment; we want to
realize our potentialities as persons.®” And we can do
this by reaching out beyond our present circumnstances
(transcendence) in creative projects which define goals
beyond the present and try to change our world in some
lasting way. While marriage might frustrate a woman’s
natural desire for freedom and power, it is often claimed
that she can at least have a sense of personal growth or
fulfilment in a meaningful vocation as a homemaker, or as
a housewife. De Beauvoir denies this.®® She claims that
being a housewife creates a sense of emptiness or
‘nothingness’ in women. Why is this?

First of all, rather than being engaged in self-
developing creative acts, the housewife (or homenmaker)
will soon discover that she is condemned to a life of
mindless and repetitive work, i.e. housework. Rather
than being meaningful labour, housework is stultifying
labour. Cleaning the house, after all, has little point

to it, beyond maintaining a clean house.®® It is, as de
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Beauvoir (1988:470) says, ‘an endless struggle without
victory over the dirt’. The housewife’s days are, she
(1988:466) writes:
A gilded mediocrity lacking ambition and
passion, aimless days indefinitely repeated,
life that slips away gently towards death
without guestioning its purpose...
Her creative and rational capacities are stultified
through the repetitive acts of shopping, cooking,
cleaning, washing, ironing, and so on. Rather than
growing, the housewife is trapped in a present that
always remains the same; she leads a life of immanence as
opposed to transcendence.

A housewife’s natural desire for self-fulfilment is
frustrated in another way. Rather than finding a sense
of fulfilment in her relationship with others, she is
alienated from her fellow housewives. Typically she
lives in a neighbourhood where there are other housewives
who are as boring as she is. De Beauvoir (1988:557)
clains:

...their correspondence deals especially with

beauty counsel, recipes for cocking, directions

for knitting.
To make matters worse, underlying such intellectual
shallowness there is a competitive hostility between
housewives. Each tries ‘to keep up with the Joneses’.
Each tries to impress the other with her possessions, for
these are the signs of success in the housewife’s world.
They compete for ’the nicest home, the most successful
kids’.” And in this battle, each acquisition, each new
piece of furniture in one woman’s home is seen as a
threat to another’s relative status. Further, a dress
which beautifies a friend may also be seen in terms of a
threat from a competing sexual object. Because of this
competition and since her greatest allegiance is bound to
be towards her husband (upon whom she is financially
dependent), true friendship between housewives, we are
told, is impossible.,”
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At first blush, the account above seems to be a
tendentious caricature of a housewife’s lot. (I will
return to it in Chapter Six.) But even if we were to
accept that like any caricature, there is a semblance of
truth in the overstatement, it could be pointed out that
there is a further feature of self-fulfilment in the
lives of most housewives, namely, they have children.
Isn’t motherhood one creative project in which a
housewi.fe can discover true fulfilment and
transcendence?’® Indeed in the traditional mores it is
believed ’'motherhood is the only way in which a woman can
discover true fulfilment and genuine respect’.”® Every
housewife is expected to make motherhood ‘a central focus
of her life’;”* otherwise she is *shirking a
responsibility’.” On the other hand, women who are
unable to have children and who want to have them, are
pitied whereas those who could have children but who do
not want them, are thought to be unnatural, selfish and
even ‘unfeminine’.’ As Firestone (1970:228) writes, a
woman who does not want to have a child

...can get away with it only if she adds that
she is neurotic, abnormal, childhating, and
therefore ‘unfit’.

There is another way in which the claim above is
confirmed. Sometimes in a state of boredom, alienation
and loneliness, a housewife believes that she will solve
her problen -~ her sense of loneliness and isolation -~ by
having children; she believes that having a child will
make up for the emptiness she finds in her life. She
thinks that motherhood must be ‘the fulfilment of all
that she has wanted in the world‘’.” Thus for such a
woman to intentionally become pregnant seems to be ’the
incarnation of a creative project’. It seems to bhe a
prima facie example of ‘defining goals beyond the present
and trying to change the world in some lasting way’.

De Beauvoir (1988:514) denies this. In the first
place becoming pregnant is not a creative project.,
Pregnancy 1is 3just a natural, animal (en-soi) function
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that a woman undergoes; the woman merely submits to her
biological nature, ‘she does not control it’.” She is
arrested ‘at the level of bioclogical experience’.” In
other words, pregnancy is not a transcending process.
The woman does not make the baby, rather her body
accommodates the growing foetus which ‘makes itself
within her’.®?® She may want to have the baby but she
cannot creatively participate in its foetal development.
Nor can she determine the nature of the child she will
have. Thus there is no creative act or transcendence
involved.

Does a woman fare any better in terms of
transcendence when child rearing? De Beauvoir does not
think so. The mother nourishes the child. She attends
te its physical and emotional needs, but she does not
transcend herself in the situation. Human creativity
regquires that one brings a preconceived idea(s) into
reality through labour. At best all the mother does is
to lay the necessary framework for the child to grow and
perhaps to transcend itself at some point in the future.
In which égge de Beauvoir {1988:539) writes:

...her transcendence through the universe and

time is still by proxy.
It is not she but the child who becomes capable of
changing the world. If, on the other hand, the mother
consciously views her children as a creative project,
spending her time with them, manipulating their
personalities and interests so that they become what she
intends them to be, she deprives them of their autonony.
By smothering them with attention and constant direction,
children are not given the chance to experiment with
their own projects and so develop the ability to choose
what they might 1like to do with their lives. Nor are
they given the opportunity to develop self-reliance and
other necessary skills which will enable them to become

self-determining agents. In other words, by trying to
Jjustify her life through the lives of her children, the
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mother my consign her children to immanence as well.

There is worse to come. If a woman does decide to
devote herself to motherhood, this 1is ‘a precarious
venture on which to base a life’.* Pregnancy, childbirth
and motherhood are not what most women expect them to
be.*® It is seldom a solution to her problems. A child
seldom satisfies a mother’s desire for self-fulfilment.
They are not a substitute for rational companionship.
The baby, de Beauvoir (1988:525) points out, is not even
active in the relationship, ‘its smiles, its babble, have
nc sense other than what the mother gives them’. Added
tc this, in the early days a mother is usually constantly
mentally and physically debilitated due to the fatigues
of childbirth and sleep deprivation. And later on, young
children make more housework; there is more mess to be
cleaned up by the mother. For these as much as any other
reasons, it is unlikely that a woman gua mother will find
transcendence by having children.

A further factor worth our noting is the claim that
many women tend to feel they have lost rather than gained
something when they have a chiid. For women that grow up
with hopes of a career, it can be traumatic to suddenly
find yourself stuck at home with a baby. As Oakley
{(1980:280) writes:

What is lost may be one’s job, one’s lifestyle,

an intact fcouple’ relationship, control over

one’s body or a sense of ’‘self’.
This sense of loss will increase where the responsibility
for children is seen to be mainly the province of the
woman.®* And despite the many suggestions that there is
today a more equal acceptance of responsibility (by
fathers), mothers are usually still deemed to be ’solely
responsible for childcare’.® Lastly, even if she does
get some sense of fulfilment from them, at some point the
woman stops having children. When they grow up and leave
home, she will be left feeling that she has lost her
purpose in life.®®

In the chapters ahead I want to concentrate on de
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Beauvoir’s claim that the gender roles we perform in
marriage entail a diminution of transcendence. Sco by way
of clearing the ground I want to raise some other
concerns I have with her account. Perhaps it is not too
difficult to accept the claim that if she merely
passively conforms to the tradition, the housewife will
be in bad faith.®*® But it might be pointed out that there
is a sense in which an autonomous woman can choose her
subordinate role as a housewife. Let us suppose that she
conforms to the housewife’s role because she sees the
advantages of it, not.simply because it is ‘the done
thing’. Suppose the woman makes a deliberate choice to
be a housewife and mother. (Autonomy is not co~extensive
with wisdom.} If she acknowledges that she always could
choose whether or not to remain in this relationship,
wouldn’t de Beauvoir have to say that the woman is
autonomous to the extent that she remains the ultimate
judge of what she will do and think, including the
decision to be a housewife?

Given the disparaging account of this role we are
congidering, however, it is an 0dd choice for a woman to
make. She chooses not to utilise her own talents:; she
would rather have 'a piggyback’ than succeed on her own
efforts. She invests all of her energy into securing a
‘good’ husband. She chooses to let her husband be head
of the household. She chooses to let him determine her
projects. She chooses to let her desires be submerged so
that his can take precedence over hers, even if his
desires are completely at odds with what she would have
chosen for herself. She chooses to be ne longer
responsible for herself. At some point presumably she
chooses to be an en~sol, to abrogate her freedom; she
chooses to deny her own possibilities and projects. If
this is really what happens I think we might agree, using
de Beauvoir’s terms, that such a woman chooses to live in
bad faith. Nonetheless the self-determining housewife
could make even this choice.
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A second difficulty I have with de Beauvoir’s
account concerns her views about personal growth or
fulfilment that attaches to the world of work. It is
naive to assume that all or most married men have
creative and meaningful Jjobs, a more fulfilling and
creative lifestyle than their wives. It overlooks the
fact that the majority of men are not privileged, well-
educated, middle-class professionals.®” They are poorly
educated and working-class, with monotonous, lowly paid
jobs in which it is difficult to see how 1in any sense
they can be thought to express themselves creatively.
The sorts of things de Beauvoir has to say about the
advantages 