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Ch.1 Family

“For many people, the most plausible starting point for analysis is biological. This is not to claim biology as the ethical foundation of the family. Biology makes a reasonable starting point for understanding the concept of a family simply because the family is a ubiquitous (普遍存在的) social institution, not only in human life, but in that of other mammals and species as well.” (p. 8).
“A common analysis of this kind is summed up by one writer in these terms: ‘Parenthood is an amorphous concept with roots in biology but the social construction of which changes with time, culture and the status of the observer.’” (p. 9).

“Cultural variations can be found right up to modern times…But these are the exceptions rather than the rule, and by far the most common social structure has involved the recognition of kinship groupings centred on a couple and their offspring.” (p. 9).

“According to one historian of the family, Lawrence Stone, family life in England during the period from the sixteenth to the beginning of the nineteenth centuries provided a setting in which people were not respected as individuals, children were not valued as children, and privacy and sexual fulfillment counted for less than the practical and economic aspects of marriage, of which men were the main beneficiaries…Nevertheless, it is a picture that needs some qualification – not least the recognition that, in the circumstances of the time, whatever the failings of family life, the security it provided was in most cases preferable to available alternatives.” (p. 9).

What is ‘natural’?

“Igor Primoratz, for example, writes, in his book Ethics and Sex: ‘Sex has no special moral significance; it is morally neutral’, while Peter Singer began the first edition of his book Practical Ethics with the assertion that:’ Sex raises no unique moral issues at all… Accordingly, this book contains no discussion of sexual morality.’

But, while it is true that morality is not just about sex, it does not follow that sex is in fact a no-go area for morality. In other words, there is no reason to assume that, without a religious or faith foundation, there can be no ethical basis for sexual relationships.” (p. 12).

Ch. 2 Permanent relations? Love, marriage, and philosophical lives

“While it may still include the traditional elements of free consent, public recognition, and at least some degree of ritual that is often, but not always, religious, it also functions as an institution offering each partner certain specific expectations. Ideally, these expectations need to be secure enough to justify some personal sacrifices…For both of them, too, marriage may mean the sacrifice of other friendships or other potentially enriching personal relationships. Behind such adjustments, and the reason why people may be willing to make them, lies the need for marriage to be secure enough to justify making long-term investments, whether in material matters such as housing and other joint possessions or, of course, in children. For many people, marriage remains an institution that provides some solidity for the project of building a coherent life plan.” (p. 23).
1. The quest for permanence

“The search for permanence in a world of change found expression in some of the earliest philosophical records, even before the time of Socrates…In contrast, though, the unequal relationship between parent and child is more intense and unconditional than it has ever been, so that, when adult relationships break down, children can become pawns in a post-marital gender war that cannot ultimately be won by either sex. Some see the transition from a focus on adult relationship to one of parent-child relationship as an irreversible and broadly welcome development.” (pp. 24-5).
“For people who live under non-authoritarian political systems, the closer and more intimate bonds between people often have the most natural and immediate force, and the broader more widely shared bonds, the weaker. Indeed, many see it as the mark of fanaticism to give priority to broader groupings – religious, political, or racial – over the more intimate ones of family and friendship.” (p. 25).
“Today, the prevailing vision of necessary transience is embodied, whether intentionally or not, in new legal provisions for temporary forms of quasi-marriage, especially new civil unions or partnerships…the arrangement seems to offer legal transience to all – relationships that can be dissolved in months at the request of either partner… However, the flexibility of the situation, which is part of its attraction, is confused when long-term financial commitments or the sharing of assets is introduced into these partnerships.” (p. 26).
2. The ideal exclusivity 

“The anthropologists Nena and George O’Neil opened up discussion of this new approach in the early 1970s, in a book with the title Open Marriage.” (p. 27).
“A more complete answer to questions like these is more likely to be reached by trying to glean such understanding as we can from human history and human experience – events that form the ‘stuff’ of poetry, myth, and literature. Much of this carries the message that to preserve the primary relationship while engaging in others is too demanding for many people, and more so for their partners. Relationships are corroded by lying and deception, or even by a failure to disclose.” (p. 28).

“Contemporary writing is often more tolerant of diversity. The British philosopher David Archard describes the opposite presumption as a ‘conservative prejudice’. He writes: ‘it is the inability of one or both partners to tolerate infidelity rather than the infidelity itself which is the relevant factor here… . What surely matters is that unconstrained choices can be made in the light of what is felt to be best for each and every partnership.’ But, while jealousy and possessiveness may be bad, they are also amongst the ‘facts of life’ that play such a key role in human relationship.” (p. 28).
“It is a lifestyle that may in the end appeal only to someone willing to avoid the partner connection altogether – a person who is able to set the freedom of living alone over its risks. But there are risks involved. If too many people make this choice, it is a risk to society as a whole of the anomie and rootlessness that communitarian critics see as an inevitable consequence of the kind of preoccupation with self that might lie behind their choice. But there are risks for the individual too. Whether it is a result of someone else’s decision or of natural events such as illness, death, or protracted separation, people who suddenly find this kind of freedom thrust upon them often find it is a false freedom: the freedom of a ship in a storm-tossed sea. There is a well-documented risk to the ‘freed’ individual of loneliness, mental breakdown, or illness triggered by the collapse of the network of dependency.” (p. 29).
“the lives and relationships of philosophers have not always fulfilled their aspirations; even when, as in some cases, the philosophers concerned have taken up their pen in serious reflection and reasoning about the marriage bond itself. Their very iconic status would suggest that it is worth taking a closer look at three couples who did this either together or separately.” (p. 30).

1. William Godwin and Mary Wollstonecraft

“William Godwin’s (1756-1836) anarchist political philosophy…when he met the author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), the pioneer feminist Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-97)…Godwin had written of ‘the evil of marriage’, describing it as a system based on property and as the worst of monopolies: ‘It is absurd to expect that the inclinations and wishes of two human beings should coincide through any long period of time. To oblige them to act and to live together, is to subject them to some inevitable portion of thwarting, bickering and unhappiness.’ Mary Wollstonecraft’s critique of marriage focused on other negative aspects of the institution, which she denounced as ‘legalised prostitution’.” (pp. 30-1).

“Nevertheless, in 1797, when she became pregnant with his child, they married, though, as Godwin put it in a letter to a friend, ‘We do not entirely cohabit.’ Indeed, Godwin undertook some extensive travels at that time, and Mary’s letters to Godwin throughout her pregnancy reveal the depth of her care for him and betray her increasing wish for his presence as the time of the birth drew near and his return was repeatedly delayed. When he finally returned just before their daughter Mary was born, he was in time only to witness his wife’s slow and painful death as a result of complications following the birth. They had married in March. She died in September, and any experiment in shared living was forever postponed. 

Ironically, this tragedy, contrary to the views they had formed together, continued to haunt Godwin during his life, and, for him, the strength of their bond was closer after her death than it had ever been in life.” (p. 31).

2. John Stuart Mill and Harriet Taylor

“At the time when their association began, both were in their twenties, and Harriet was already married to John Taylor, with whom she had three young children. It was eighteen years before the death of her husband made it possible for Mill and Harriet to marry and throughout that time they incurred much social disapproval for a relationship – albeit almost certainly Platonic – that so publicly transgressed the mores of Victorian England.” (p. 32).

“For Mill, then, and presumably for Harriet too, other people count, and harm to others sets a limit to the freedom principle… But this had implications for the view that both took of the marriage bond and of their own claim to freedom in their relation with each other, although, perhaps surprisingly, they failed to apply the ‘harm’ test to the third person involved in their own situation, Harriet Taylor’s husband, John. The most striking instance of this lacuna(空隙)came at the end of his life, when he was ill with cancer and asked Harriet not to leave England for France, where she planned to stay for three or four months…after a five-month absence, that she returned in time to give her husband care and attention for the last two months of his life. It is reasonable to guess that the unexpressed emotional pain that John Taylor felt must have weighed as much with him as the physical pain of his illness. However, the relevance of the ‘harm principle’ to their situation was lost not only to Mill and Harriet Taylor, but also to most subsequent commentators.” (pp. 33-4).

“Marriage itself, however, remained unchallenged by either Mill or Harriet Taylor; in their respect for Harriet’s own marriage, they implicitly recognized the norms of faithfulness, exclusivity, and permanence.” (p. 34).

“Admirers of Mill and Harriet Taylor will argue that there are special relationship and that people can indeed find each other too late, when they have already taken a decisive step involving someone else, and they may be justified in choosing to pursue it. But, even if this were to be conceded in some circumstances, it must be said that many more deceive themselves about the importance of their later ‘special relationship’ than can genuinely claim it, and there is usually a price to be paid in other people’s happiness. In the case of the Mills, John Taylor’s position must have deprived him for life of most of what he might have expected from his marriage.” (p. 35).

3. Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir

“Their lifelong relationship began in their student days, but they lived independent lives, never sharing a dwelling and never contracting a formal marriage.” (p. 35).
“however, the publication of de Beauvoir’s letters to two of her lovers, Nelson Algren (letters from 1947-64) and Jacques-Laurent Bost (letters from 1937-40), revealed a very different picture in which she confided (透露) to Algren the limitations of Sartre as a lover and the weakness of their relationship. These and other third-party revelations also showed the downside of what had seemed to intellectuals of the period so admirable: that their openness to other relationships was essentially exploitative of their young and vulnerable admirers, who often seem to have been used as no more than material for literary or philosophical exploration. Some of these brief lovers later came to see themselves as having been used as playthings, rather than, as they had, perhaps naively, expected, valued for themselves and as partners in a relationship of equals. But this was in fact a natural consequence of a philosophy that made a moral ideal out of the notion of the self-created personality – being yourself. As far as the area of sexual relationships is concerned, the self-created free personality independent of emotional ties who is at the heart of existentialist philosophy will, almost inevitably, give primacy to immediate inclination, and this is likely to mean moving from relationship to relationship.” (p. 36).
“Sartre died a philosophical icon, 50,000 people filling the streets of Paris for his funeral. De Beauvoir, too, was no less venerated for her life and work. It would be difficult to claim that their ideas for living had not worked well for them personally. But the existentialist ideals, together with the lifestyle they embodied, particularly in their implications for sexual and personal relationships, passed to a whole new generation.” (pp. 37-8).

“Both its philosophical roots and its potential consequences were most clearly demonstrated in a courtroom in California in 1970. A cult had grown up around a charismatic but murderous individual, Charles Manson. Although in no serious sense a philosophical movement, it embraced the idea of liberation from conventional norms and pressures. At Manson’s instigation, this was acted out in a peculiarly horrific mass murder. A party of friends, including the film actress Sharon Tate, who was nine months pregnant, were murdered by four members of the Manson ‘Family’ in the Los Angeles house of Tate’s husband, the film director Roman Polanski. It is unlikely that any of those who carried out the killings did so with philosophical theory in mind. Nevertheless, the value-reversal embraced by some European intellectuals had become, by some subtle transformation, part of the Zeitgeist – the spirit of that time – and in words that were strangely evocative of the relativist root of existentialist moral theory, one of the accused did indeed declare in her defence: ‘What I did was right for me.’” (p. 38).


Love and friendship

“In much contemporary philosophical discussion, in contrast, the themes of friendship and love are approached in a relatively detached and analytic spirit. The focus is on how such concepts are to be defined.” (p. 38).

“Despite some similarities, then, love and friendship do seem to generate different moral expectations, with love undoubtedly the more powerful in its potential and its demands. Love, however, many seem to go beyond the purely personal and to make universal claims, of which some at least can be expressed in terms of duty and obligation.” (p. 39).

“But the bond of marriage has several distinctive features. 
1. While some relationships come about through the accident of birth or as a result of social and economic pressures, this is a voluntary union created by the two partners. 
2. Once formed, it becomes a kind of quasi-biological bond, but one that gains that concreteness and substance by legal and social recognition. 
3. The law that creates marriage, then, can be seen as an artificial means of changing what was originally a non-binding and voluntary relationship into the same unrelinquishable category as biological family relationships, like those of parent and child. 
4. Marriage as an institutional arrangement is a legal creation, but, while biology may not determine the relationship, the pair-bond once formed is deeply biological. It is a natural phenomenon to be found in some members of other species, who share the same grief at parting or separation from their partner.” (p. 40).

Passion or promises? Ethical boundaries

“For some people, however, the only principle that seems relevant to a couple relationship is that of pursuing personal pleasure – a hedonistic ethic that can easily become pure unadulterated egoism. But egoism works here only in the short term, for a person’s sense of self is built, to a very considerable extent, on that person’s sense of others in relation. Without that sentiment of care for close others, the sense of self-hood itself can shrivel(枯萎)away.” (p. 41).
“On the one hand, there is the fact that a good deal of human misery can be traced to the harsh and uncompromising application of principles in those intimate and private areas of life that are dominated by emotions and feelings. Marriage is based on a promise. But promises concerning personal feelings are exceptional, since they seem to involve a commitment to what is outside the promiser’s control – continuing love and affection for another person. In all other circumstances, such a promise would be held to be invalid. But the uncontrollability of personal feeling has to be balanced against the fact that an intimate relationship is not one-dimensional – it is multifaceted. Fairness, honesty, and the degree of commitment involved in intending to keep a promise have a place. Without these, pure sexual hedonism would create a Hobbesian state of ‘war of every man against every man’ and, of course, every woman.” (p. 42).

Ch. 3 From philosophy to law

“It is also common to many religious traditions, and the Catholic philosopher John Finnis was setting out a widely held view of the matter when he wrote: ‘The reason why marriage requires not just “a commitment to each other” but commitment to permanence and exclusiveness in the spouses’ sexual union is that…it is fundamentally shaped by its dynamism towards, appropriateness for, and fulfillment in, the generation, nurture and education of children who each can only have two parents and who are fittingly the primary responsibility (and object of devotion) of those two parents. Apart from this orientation towards children, the institution of marriage, characterized by marital fides (faithfulness), would make little or no sense.’” (pp. 44-5).

“Finnis’s point has very general force quite apart from the religious viewpoint from which he writes, and it will be understood by most of those who have experienced the close bond of parent-child relationships in their own lives, whatever their religious or metaphysical beliefs…But this expansion of the aims of marriage beyond the couple to a family unit that includes their children expands the concept of family in other ways, too. It becomes the locus, not only of a socially recognized sexual relationship, but also of a wider network of connections, often economic, and usually involving a shared home.” (p. 45).
“But most of these positions are based on taking the wishes of adults as central, and they fail to address one important question: what are the implications of these philosophical views for the least powerful individuals who make up the family – the children? Childhood is a stage of vulnerability through which everyone must pass in order to reach adulthood, and even the minimal state – for example, that described in Robert Nozick’s Anarchy, State and Utopia – has a responsibility to protect the vulnerable. So, if it seems that children’s rights and interests are ignored or set aside either by liberal theories about adult relationships that treat choice as a free-standing phenomenon, or by Marxist doctrines based on a class-based analysis of society that discount the importance of small institution like the family, this is something that should play a major, rather than an ancillary, role in the debate about the family.
However, as I argue later, a considerable body of research confirms the view that formal marriage, recognized and preserved through time, is the best protection children can have in their growing years. A large body of research, which controls for such variables as income, race, and family background, has been assembled from the 1970s on, leading to a broad consensus amongst a majority of family theorists from widely diverse parts of the political spectrum that children do better when brought up by their natural parents who are married to each other. Not only that, but communities in which children and parents are living together in this formal relationship are better places to live.” (p. 55).

1

