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The welfare of the family is decisive for the future of the world
and that of the Church. Countless studies have been made of mar-
riage and the family, their current problems and challenges. We do
well to focus on concrete realities, since “the call and the demands
of the Spirit resound in the events of history”, and through these
“the Church can also be guided to a more profound understand-
ing of the inexhaustible mystery of marriage and the family”.

(Pope Francis, Amoris Laetitia, 31)

The ability of the family to initiate its members to human frater-
nity can be considered a hidden treasure that can aid that general
rethinking of social policies and human rights whose need is so
urgently felt today.

(Pope Francis, Humana Communitas, 2019)
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Address of His Holiness Pope Francis
to Participants in the Plenary Session
of the Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences

Consistory Hall
Friday, 29 April 2022

Dear Ladies and Gentlemen!

I welcome you and I wish you well in your work in this Plenary Session
of the Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences. And I thank Professor Zam-
agni for his kind and insightful words.

You have focused your attention on the reality of the family. I appreci-
ate this choice and also the perspective from which you consider it, namely
as a “relational asset”. We know that social changes are altering the living
conditions of marriage and families all over the world. Moreover, the cur-
rent context of prolonged and multiple crises is putting a strain on the
projects of stable and happy families. This state of affairs can be responded
to by rediscovering the value of the family as the source and origin of the
social order, as the vital cell of a fraternal society capable of caring for the
common home.

The family is almost always at the top of the ladder of values of differ-
ent peoples, because it is inscribed in the very nature of woman and man.
In this sense, marriage and the family are not purely human institutions,
despite the many changes they have undergone over the centuries and
the cultural and spiritual differences among various peoples. Beyond all
the differences, there are common and permanent traits that reveal the
greatness and value of marriage and the family. However, if this value is
lived out in an individualistic and private way, as is partly the case in the
West, the family can be isolated and fragmented in the context of society.
The social functions that the family performs among individuals and in the
community, especially in relation to the weakest, such as children, people
with disabilities and the dependent elderly, are thus lost.

[t is a question, then, of understanding that the family is an asset for soci-
ety, not insofar as it is a mere aggregation of individuals, but insofar as it is a
relationship founded in a “bond of mutual perfection”, to use an expression
of Saint Paul (cf. Col 3:12-14). Indeed, the human being is created in the
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ADDRESS OF HIS HOLINESS POPE FRANCIS

image and likeness of God, who is love (cf. 1 Jn 4:8, 16). The mutual love
between man and woman is a reflection of the absolute and unfailing love
with which God loves the human being, destined to be fruitful and to be
tulfilled in the common work of the social order and the care of creation.

The asset of the family is not aggregative, that is, it does not consist in
aggregating the resources of individuals to increase the utility of each, but
it is a relational bond of perfection, which consists in sharing relationships
of faithful love, trust, cooperation, reciprocity, from which the goods of the
individual members of the family derive and, therefore, their happiness.
Understood in this way, the family, which is a relational asset in itself, also
becomes the source of many assets and relationships for the community,
such as a good relationship with the State and the other associations in so-
ciety, solidarity among families, the welcoming of those in difficulty, caring
for the least, combating the processes of impoverishment, and so on.

This pertective bond, which we might call its specific “social genome”,
consists in loving action motivated by gift, by living according to the rule
of generous reciprocity and generativity. The family humanizes people
through the relationship of “us” and at the same time promotes the le-
gitimate differences of each one. This — take heed — is really important in
order to understand what is meant by a family, which is not just an aggre-
gation of people.

The social thought of the Church helps to understand this relational
love proper to the family, as the Apostolic Exhortation Amoris Laetitia
attempted to do, following in a great tradition, but with that tradition, also
taking a step forward.

One aspect I would like to highlight is that the family is the place of
acceptance. We don’t talk about it much, but it is important. Its qualities
manifest themselves in a special way in families where there are frail or dis-
abled members. These families develop special virtues, which enhance the
capacity for love and patient endurance in the face of life’s difficulties. Let
us think of the rehabilitation of the sick, the reception of migrants, and in
general the social inclusion of those who are victims of marginalization, in
all social spheres, especially in the world of work. Integrated home care for
the severely disabled sets in motion a caring capacity in family members
that 1s able to respond to the specific needs of each individual. Let us also
think of families that generate benefits for society as a whole, including
adoptive and foster families. The family — as we know — is the main an-
tidote to poverty, both material and spiritual, as it is also to the problem
of the demographic winter or irresponsible motherhood and fatherhood.
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These two things should be stressed. The demographic winter is a serious
matter. Here in Italy, it is a serious matter compared to other countries
in Europe. It cannot be ignored — it is a serious matter. And irresponsible
motherhood and fatherhood is another serious matter that must be taken
into account to help prevent it from happening.

The family becomes a bond of perfection and a relational asset to the
extent that it allows its own nature to flourish, both by itself and with the
help of other people and institutions, including governmental ones. Fam-
ily-friendly social, economic and cultural policies need to be promoted in
all countries. These include, for example, policies that make it possible to
harmonize family and work; tax policies that acknowledge family burdens
and support the educational functions of families by adopting appropriate
instruments of fiscal equity; policies that welcome life; and social, psycho-
logical and health services that focus on supporting couple and parental
relationships.

A “family-friendly” society is possible, because society is born and
evolves with the family. Not everything is contractual, nor can everything
be imposed by command. In reality, when a civilization uproots the tree
of gift as gratuitousness from its soil, its decline becomes unstoppable. The
family is the primary planter of the tree of gratuitousness. The relationality
that is practised in the family is not based on the axis of convenience or
interest, but on that of being, which is preserved even when relationships
deteriorate. I would like to emphasize this aspect of gratuitousness, be-
cause it 1s not given much thought; it is very important to include it in
the reflection on the family. Gratuity in the family: the gift, giving and
receiving the gift gratuitously.

I believe that to rediscover the beauty of the family there are certain
conditions. The first is to remove from the mind’s eye the “cataract” of
ideologies that prevent us from seeing reality. This is the pedagogy of the
inner teacher — that of Socrates and Saint Augustine — and not one that
simply seeks consensus. The second condition is the rediscovery of the
correspondence between natural marriage and sacramental marriage. In
fact, the separation between the two ends up, on the one hand, by making
people think of sacramentality as something added, something extrinsic,
and on the other hand, risks abandoning the institution of the family to
the tyranny of the artificial. The third condition is, as is recalled in Amoris
Laetitia, the awareness that the grace of the sacrament of Matrimony —
which is the quintessential “social” sacrament — heals and elevates the
whole of human society and is a leaven of fraternity. “The common life of
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ADDRESS OF HIS HOLINESS POPE FRANCIS

husband and wife, the entire network of relations that they build with their
children and the world around them, will be steeped in and strengthened
by the grace of the sacrament. For the sacrament of marriage flows from
the incarnation and the paschal mystery, whereby God showed the fullness
of his love for humanity by becoming one with us” (74).

Dear friends, as I leave you with these reflections, once again I assure
you of my gratitude, my appreciation for the activities of this Pontifical
Academy, and also my prayer for you and your families. I bless you with
all my heart. And you too, please do not forget to pray for me. Thank you!

Copyright © Dicastero per la Comunicazione - Libreria Editrice Vaticana
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Address of President Stefano Zamagni
to the Holy Father Pope Francis

Holy Father,

The Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences has devoted its Plenary Ses-
sion to the major theme of the Family as a relational good. The challenge of
love, tully accepting the heartfelt invitation contained in your 2016 apostol-
ic exhortation Amoris Laetitia.

Virgil’s famous verse “Rari nantes in gurgite vasto” (lone swimmers in
the vast sea) portrays the condition of the family in today’s society very well.
The edifice of the family has not been destroyed; it has been deconstructed,
taken apart piece by piece. We still have all the pieces, but the building is no
longer there. All the categories that make up the family institution and de-
fine its genome continue to exist. That is, the relationship between two re-
lationships: the relationship of reciprocity (conjugality) and the intergener-
ational relationship (parenting). However, these categories no longer have a
univocal meaning, rendering the discourse on the family incomprehensible.

One of the goals of this Plenary is to understand how this deconstruc-
tion has come about. Nevertheless, there is certainly the influence of the
Platonic and Neoplatonic vision of man, which ended up taking prece-
dence over that of Aquinas. The most disturbing consequence of this de-
construction is the reduction of the family to a private emotion, without
much public relevance. Yet the family is not a private matter, as it is very
clearly explained in Amoris Laetitia, because it has to do with the common
good of the human consortium and not with its total good.

This Plenary Session also aims to highlight the most serious problems
for family ontology that arise from the vast diftusion of the cultural con-
dition conveyed by the transhumanist project, whose ambition is both to
merge man with machine to amplify his potential and, above all, to show
that consciousness is not an exclusively human characteristic. Transhuman-
ism is the apology for a human body and brain “augmented” by artificial
intelligence, the use of which would allow a separation between mind and
body, so the mind, in order to function, would not need to have a body.
“Playing God” in this way hides a desire to take over the reins of evolution.

However, there is light at the end of the tunnel. Since it is a question
of deconstruction of the family, it is possible, if desired, to plan its recon-
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struction. Upon one condition: not falling into the trap of catastrophism
and so-called catacomb thinking. It is unreasonable to think that today’s
crisis can be overcome by returning to past family models, which confuse
a particular form of being a family with family (and marriage) as such.

We must always remember that the family is not a self-sufficient cell.
It never was, but today this is even more evident. The family only exists
within an ecosystem that recognizes it as a subject endowed with its own
agency and not as a mere object of public or private benevolence. Con-
sequently, there is a need, first of all, to move from policies for the family
to policies of the family, fully recovering the principle of subsidiarity. Sec-
ondly, there is the need to move from gender manistreaming to family
mainstreaming in the design of a new institutional architecture.

As stated in Amoris Laetitia, the family is in harmony, it is a happy place,
when gender diversity becomes an opportunity for mutual enrichment
and not a justification for discrimination. Therefore, announcing the fam-
ily as a relational good, that is, as a community of life centered on gift,
reciprocity, generativity, and sexuality is the ultimate goal of this Plenary.
As a seminarium civitatis, we must never forget that the family’s mission is
also to make the State more civitas and less polis. And since civitas generates
civilitas, we understand why today, more than ever, there is a great need
for the family, a family which must always strive to cultivate the virtue
of aspiration, without resigning itself to enduring passing difficulties and
uncertainties.

And now, Holy Father, we are ready to welcome your word with open
minds and grateful hearts.

The Family as a Relational Good: the Challenge of Love | 17



Concept Note

All surveys conducted at national and international levels show that
the family is at the top of the scale of people’s values under every latitude.
People claim that the family is the most important thing in their lives.
However, when one tries to clarify what is meant by ‘family’, one enters a
field of great uncertainties and contingencies as to the affective, cognitive
and symbolic references that the idea and the experience of the family
brings with it. In all cases, the challenge is how to think and live the love
between family members. It is therefore a question of specifying, under-
standing and evaluating the different answers to this challenge that emerge
today in people’s life-worlds. What is the ideal of the family? And what is
its reality? In the gap between everyday experience and the desired ideal
of a beautiful family lies the challenge of love.

We are all aware that the family is undergoing profound social and cul-
tural transformations that must be understood and valued in their scope
and in their consequences. If we consider the deep and rapid changes that
the family faces today all over the world, due to the processes of modern-
ization and globalization, it seems necessary to ask ourselves some basic
questions that push us to rethink the fundamentals of the family and its
reasons for existence in the present society and in the near future: “why
the family, and what for?”. What are the roots of the family as a natural
society and to what extent can culture change them? What reasons sup-
port the necessity and the goodness of the family beyond the changes in
its social functions?

The Plenary aims to answer these questions. It is intended to assess
the phenomenology of the family in the contemporary world from the
point of view of the social sciences and social policies, in order to offer
the Catholic social doctrine in-depth elements of knowledge about the
current situation and, as far as possible, the near future on a global level.

By referring to the analysis of social facts, the conference will reflect
on the family on the horizon of its ontological being and in the perspec-
tive of exercising its primary tasks. It is a question of understanding how
the family can today humanize the person in a society that is not always
friendly with the family. The purpose of the Plenary is not to draw up
a general descriptive report (there are plenty of them, at national and
international level), but to focus on the lines of thought and action that
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can best support the family in the world of tomorrow. On the one hand,
we need to clarify the deeper meaning of the family’s existence — fam-
ily ontology, from the social, philosophical and theological viewpoints
— and, on the other, to evaluate the practical implications for a better
family promotion — social legislation, policies, and good practices in fam-
ily services — in the perspective of an integral human ecology. In order to
survive, our society needs ‘family friendly’ policies. It is still a question of
implementing article 16 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(“Men and women of full age, without any limitation due to race, nation-
ality or religion, have the right to marry and to found a family. They are
entitled to equal rights as to marriage, during marriage and at its dissolu-
tion. Marriage shall be entered into only with the free and full consent of
the intending spouses. The family is the natural and fundamental group
unit of society and is entitled to protection by society and the State™). To
implement these human rights concerning the family, it seems appropri-
ate to deepen the meaning of family relationships, couple dynamics and
intergenerational relationships in present societies, taking into account
the fact that they are necessary for the humanization of people, but also
strongly contingent on the life course of people. The target is to make the
family flourish as the primary relational good of society. To say that the
family is a relational good means to aftirm that the destiny and happiness
of people depend on the fact that they share their family relationships as
their fundamental common good.

Modern social sciences have shown that family changes decide the most
profound and significant changes in society. Every new society is the fruit
of new family models. In the Apostolic Exhortation Amoris Laetitia (AL),
Pope Francis proposes a realistic approach to the theme of the family. He
invites us to see the family not as an abstract ideal, but as a "craft” task (AL
16) which must be approached with tenderness (AL 28), considering that
the Word of God “is not shown as a sequence of abstract theses, but as a
traveling companion also for families who are in crisis or experiencing some
pain, and indicate the destination of the journey” (AL 22). He writes: “an-
thropological-cultural change, that today influences all aspects of life and
requires an analytic and diversified approach, does not permit us to limit
ourselves to practices in pastoral ministry and mission that reflect forms
and models of the past. We must be informed and impassioned interpret-
ers of the wisdom of faith in a context in which individuals are less well
supported than in the past by social structures, and in their emotional and
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tamily life. With the clear purpose of remaining faithful to the teaching of
Christ, we must therefore look, with the intellect of love and with wise
realism, at the reality of the family today in all its complexity, with its lights

and its shadows” (AL 32).
Thinking the family as a relational good, and practicing it as such, can

be a way to build a new ‘good society’.
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Word of Welcome

Good morning everybody and welcome to this Plenary Session of the
Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences.

As you know already, this is a special Plenary Session addressing the
issue of the family as a relational good.

Let me express the gratitude of the Academy to Professor Pierpaolo
Donati, member of the Academy’s Council, for the energy and passion
spent on the preparation of our Symposium.

Let me also thank in a strong way our Chancellor, Monsignor Sanchez
Sorondo, and the Secretariat for their organizational effort.

We are gathering in a very tragic moment of our history. War is or-
ganized human violence that has an enormous cost to life, freedom and
prosperity. It is not sufficient merely to call for peace and to denounce
war. It is necessary to consider which political and economic institutions
foster peace and discourage war and to investigate the social and cultural
conditions of peace.

If the heart is to be engaged on behalf of peace, it should be engaged
through the mind. “Si vis pacem, para civitatem”: this could be the motto
that should be applied if we want to make peace not a utopian fantasy.

The understanding of the family as a relational good is blurred today
by the spreading of libertarian individualism as a culture characterizing the
present epoch. Proclaiming the family as a community of life based on
gift, reciprocity, generativity and sexuality implies superseding both the
individualistic and the patriarchal models of the family.

Indeed, if the former model fails to make room for the logic of gift as
gratuitousness, the latter model does not recognize the concerns of conju-
gal love, since it subjugates love to values deemed of a higher order, such
as the value of generation dependency.

In this conference we attempt to identify emerging insights from a va-
riety of disciplines and expertise in order to provide plausible answers to
the basic question, “why the family, and what for?”” and it is written in the
concept note that this session intends to answer questions such as, what are
the roots of the family as a natural society and to what extent can culture
change them. Again, what reasons support the necessity and the goodness
of the family beyond the changes of its social function.

In the Apostolic Exhortation Amoris Laetitia, Pope Francis wisely un-
derlines the theological dimension of the family. Indeed, that of the family
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1s the only sacrament of social order as such. The strong invitation coming
from the Pope is to find new ways to make everybody conscious of this
fact in order to move ahead towards a new good society.

To conclude: in his apology of Socrates, Plato writes that Socrates told
his accusers that he knew he was right, but he did realize he had not suc-
ceeded in convincing them because he and they had not lived together,
which is to say that, in order to convince — a word which literally means
winning together — it is necessary to live together and this is exactly what
ultimately characterizes family life.

So thank you again for your participation in the Symposium that we are
going to start now and for the important — I'm sure — contributions that
you will certainly offer.

Now I am happy to give the floor to the Chancellor, Monsignor Marce-
lo Sanchez Sorondo, for his word of welcome. Thank you very much.

STEFANO ZAMAGNI
President of the Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences
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[ would like to repeat the President’s welcome to what I consider to be
a very important meeting, because its subject is of great interest, and it is
also the first time that the Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences, founded
in 1994 by Pope John Paul II, studies the question of the family, which is
really central in the vision of the Church and in the vision of Christ.

[ don’t want to use up the time to express my idea, but in relation to
what the President has just said, my study is founded on two very impor-
tant texts. Perhaps, if we have time, I can expose it in clearer way. The
first is by Pope Benedict, the theologian Pope, who says that the essence,
the substance of the social order is to communicate the grace of Christ to
each other. The second is by Pope Francis, who says concretely in Amoris
Laetitia that the common life of husband and wife, the entire network of
relations they build with their children and with the world, is a sort of
extension of the grace of the sacrament. For me this is the great news that
we have in Amoris Laetitia, which, however, also contains sentences by
Pope Benedict.

Concretely, the social order that we have today, especially, for example,
with globalization, is completely different from the social order that we
had in Medieval times, when we had the structure of the sacrament that
we have today. So, if we need to sanctify the family, that is, the cell of the
social order, we also need to sanctify all of the social order, and to sanctify
this we need the grace of Christ, because the grace of Christ has the power
to heal the original sin and all the other sins, and it has the power to elevate
to a new life so that, with the grace of Christ, we become children of God.

Therefore, what could be the way to elevate the social order in our
time? Is it by an extension of the sacrament of matrimony? Perhaps the
Pope can declare this, because St Thomas Aquinas said that the Church
has the power to build the sacrament — and history proves this — or maybe
we need a new sacrament, a new extension of the grace of Christ to all
the social law. This is my argument. Thank you very much. If there is time
later, I can elaborate further.

H.E. MSGR. MARCELO SANCHEZ SORONDO
Chancellor of the Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences
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FAMILY STRUCTURES AND DYNAMICS
IN CONTEMPORARY SOCIETIES






DISCORSO DI APERTURA

S.E.R. CARDINALE PIETRO PAROLIN
Segretario di Stato

Eminenza,

Eccellenze,

Signore e Signori partecipanti alla sessione plenaria della Pontifica Accade-
mia delle Scienze Sociali,

in un momento drammatico come quello che stiamo vivendo a causa
della guerra, in cui la dimensione conflittuale tra gli uomini ha preso il
sopravvento in contesti geografici a noi cosl prossimi, ¢ importante soffer-
marsi a riflettere sui fondamenti della relazionalita umana, meglio ancora,
su quel “luogo” antropologico dove ogni essere umano nasce, cresce e
impara ad entrare in relazione con gli altri: la famiglia, cellula fondamen-
tale della societa (ct. EG 66). In essa si strutturano le condizioni della pace,
dentro di noi e fuori di noi, e si impara a convivere nella differenza.

La famiglia, infatti, ¢ il primo fattore di umanizzazione delle persone e
della vita sociale, ma le evidenti difficolta in cui versano oggi le relazioni
familiari, il matrimonio e I'idea stessa dell’amore da cui si genera la fami-
glia, c1 impongono considerazioni nuove per capire come rimettere al cen-
tro della riflessione accademica, culturale ed ecclesiale quelle dimensioni
fondanti della famiglia che possano farla percepire per cio che ¢: un bene
per i singoli e per la societa.

In tal senso, la scelta che avete compiuto di impostare la riflessione di
questa Assemblea plenaria sulla realta familiare a partire dal suo essere un
bene relazionale, in cui ¢ in gioco il bisogno fondamentale di amore di ogni
essere umano, non ¢ solo opportuna, ma decisiva per il futuro del mondo e
della Chiesa (AL 31).

La famiglia ¢ di per sé una “intima comunita di vita e di amore” (GS
48), ma 1l gap che le generazioni contemporanee stanno vivendo tra I'ide-
ale cristiano della famiglia e la concreta e spesso faticosa esperienza quo-
tidiana delle relazioni affettive e familiari € costituito proprio dalla sfida
dell’amore.

Pur senza entrare nel merito di una disamina specifica delle modalita
con cui si manifesta la vita di coppia nella post-modernita, non possiamo
trascurare un rapido sguardo su quanto sta accadendo nelle societa e negli
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ordinamenti contemporanei in relazione al tema degli affetti nel matrimo-
nio e nella famiglia.

In gran parte dei Paesi del mondo, soprattutto a partire dagli anni Set-
tanta del secolo scorso, in seguito al diffondersi delle leggi sul divorzio e
delle unioni libere, si ¢ verificata una vera e propria ridefinizione della
coppia, che ha portato con sé una ritematizzazione del concetto di famiglia.

[ dibattiti che hanno accompagnato il riconoscimento dei legami in-
ter-individuali diversi dall’'unione stabile tra uomo e donna hanno con-
dotto alla rappresentazione della coniugalita e del rapporto di coppia in
genere come un legame fondato sulla “conversazione” intimistica tra due
soggetti — nella duplice dimensione amorosa e amicale — che avrebbe senso
in sé stessa, indipendentemente dalle identita sessuate delle persone e dalla
dimensione procreativa, cio¢, da una progettualita familiare.

I1 vincolo tra uomo e donna, in altre parole, non sembrerebbe piu
servire la dialettica tra 1 sessi nel suo farsi generativa, bensi dinamiche in-
ter-soggettive sessualmente neutre, interessate solo a gestire le condizioni
affettive e materiali della convivenza. In tal senso, le nuove modalita di
accedere alla vita di coppia riflettono una profonda ristrutturazione della
vita intima, tipica della post-modernita. L’uso ormai consueto del termine
“relazione” per designare un vincolo sentimentale stretto e continuativo
con un altro soggetto esprime queste trasformazioni, in cui la relazione
viene costituita in virtu dei vantaggi che ciascuna delle parti puo trarre dal
rapporto con l'altro, mantenendosi stabile fin tanto che entrambe le parti
ritengono di trarne sufficienti benefici a giustificarne la continuita.

La scissione tra sessualita, matrimonio e famiglia tende poi a legittimare
nel pensiero piu diffuso I'idea per cui la vita di coppia sia pensabile solo nel
quadro della soggettivita e della privatezza individuale, secondo esigenze
funzionalistiche dei rapporti umani. La difficolta maggiore, cioe, sta nel
non riuscire a cogliere del vincolo coniugale la profonda ed essenziale di-
mensione relazionale unitaria, stabile ed indissolubile.

Certamente, gli effetti di questi cambiamenti non possono rimanere
circoscritti alle dinamiche della coppia. E indubbio che in termini antro-
pologico-giuridici, il vincolo uomo-donna non possa essere pensato solo
in relazione alla coppia, poiché da esso si genera la famiglia, ragion per cui
ogni cambiamento nella comprensione della vita di coppia non pud che

1 <

Non si avverte piu con chiarezza che solo I'unione esclusiva e indissolubile tra
un uomo e una donna svolge una funzione sociale piena, essendo un impegno stabile e
rendendo possibile la fecondita” (AL 52).
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tradursi in un cambiamento nella comprensione della realta familiare. Cio
¢ tanto piu vero se si pensa alle nuove legislazioni che, ritematizzando il
concetto di generazione della vita e di filiazione, hanno introdotto nuove
modalita artificiali e legali per dare a ciascun individuo il figlio desiderato,
a prescindere dalla sessualita dei soggetti, dall’esistenza di una relazione e,
tanto pit, di un vincolo coniugale.

Alla radice di tutto cio, come illustrato da autorevoli studiosi, vi sono
alcune disfunzioni nella comprensione dell’amore di coppia, che viene al-
ternativamente pensato come “amore libero” o come “amore romantico”.
In particolare, in quest’ultimo caso, 'amore assume la veste di un vero e
proprio ideale, per cui ¢ si sposa per amore e si divorzia per amore, orientando
il proprio desiderio non all’altro e al suo bene, ma al bisogno che si ha
dell’altro, in una prospettiva autoreferenziale.

Il riduzionismo che ha intaccato la dimensione ontologica dell’amore
nella comprensione sociale, richiede, pertanto, il recupero di una riflessione
che, da un lato sappia andare al di la della mera dimensione utilitaristica
dell’amore contemporaneo, in cui il vincolo coniugale ¢ visto come stru-
mento di contenimento delle spinte egoistiche ed individualistiche dei sin-
goli: ragion per cul viene sempre pit spesso messo da parte, facendo optare
la maggior parte dei giovani d’oggi per una convivenza piu libera, in cui
le regole dell’'amore si fanno piu elastiche, continuamente ricontrattabili, e
il legame cost debole da non poter essere percepito nello spazio pubblico.

Dall’altro ¢ auspicabile che la riflessione possa aiutare soprattutto la
Chiesa ad accompagnare 1 giovani e le famiglie oltre la cultura del provvisorio,
che si sostanzia in una fragilita affettiva profonda e che conduce a relazioni
brevi, abbandonate «alla precarieta volubile dei desideri e delle circostanze
[...], come se al di 1a degli individui non ci fossero verita, valori, principi
che ci orientino, come se tutto fosse uguale e si dovesse permettere qual-
siasi cosa» (AL 34).

Ci0 premesso, desidero ora tratteggiare con voi alcune brevi riflessioni
sul secondo termine del titolo di questa Plenaria, ossia il significato onto-
logico relazionale dell’amore tra uomo e donna. Metterne a fuoco alcuni
aspetti fondamentali ci consentira poi di comprendere perché la famiglia
fondata sull’autentico amore donativo nel rapporto tra i sessi e le genera-
zioni puod mostrare il suo vero volto di bene relazionale personale e sociale.
Come, infatti, si legge in Amoris laetitia 53, «per quanto ferita possa essere
una famiglia, essa puo sempre crescere a partire dall’amore».

Esiste un rapporto circolare tra la persona, il suo essere-in-relazione e
I'amore. «L’'uomo ¢ relazione e ha la propria vita e sé stesso solo nel modo
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della relazione. Da solo — spiega Joseph Ratzinger — 1o non sono aftatto me
stesso, ma lo sono soltanto nel tu e mediante il tu».?

L’archetipo del rapporto umano fra I'io e il tu si trova, in ultima ana-
lisi, nella stessa Trinita. Nella teologia, le persone divine vengono definite
proprio come “relazioni sussistenti” ad indicare che le relazioni di pater-
nita, di figliolanza e di eterna comunione d’amore non sono qualcosa di
accidentale, che si aggiunge in un secondo momento a dei soggetti pre-
esistenti, ma queste relazioni sono proprio cio che costituisce le persone
divine. In Dio l'essere in relazione all’altro (esse ad) coincide con Desistere e
con l'essere in sé (esse in): Pessere piu profondo di ciascuna persona divina
¢ il suo essere relazione all’altro.’ Ora, se pensiamo che I'uomo ¢ creato
“a immagine di Dio” e che in questa affermazione la Rivelazione non fa
riferimento ad un dio generico ma a Dio Trinita, capiremo quanto ¢ ra-
dicata nell’essenza stessa della persona umana la dimensione relazionale e
quanto essa contribuisca in modo decisivo affinché ognuno diventi ci6 che
¢ chiamato ad essere.

Ci0 che, in particolare, consente alla persona di realizzarsi in pienezza
non ¢ la relazione generica, ma la relazione donativa, il dono di sé e di ac-
coglienza dell’altro, ossia la relazione d’amore.

La forma d’amore che in maniera piu specifica realizza 'amore come
dono totale della persona ¢ ["amore sponsale, che difterisce da ogni altra
manifestazione dell’amore umano, proprio per il carattere totalizzante di
questo dono, che avvolge le dimensioni piu profonde e il valore stesso della
persona in una dinamica di riconoscimento reciproco e di benevolenza tra
1 soggetti che si amano, non secondo la formula “tu sei un bene per me”,
ma piuttosto “desidero cio che ¢ bene per te”

Lo spiega chiaramente Karol Wojtyta: «In un soggetto individuale I’a-
more si forma passando attraverso lattrazione, la concupiscenza e la bene-
volenza. Tuttavia trova la propria pienezza non in un solo soggetto ben51
in un rapporto tra soggetti, tra le persone».* E il dono del proprio “io”. E
pit che voler bene. Fa nascere il dono reciproco delle persone.

2 J. Ratzinger, In principio Dio cred il cielo e la terra. Riflessioni sulla creazione e il peccato,
Lindau, 2006, 98-100.

> Cfr Summa Theologiae 1-1, q. 28 art. 2.

* K. Wojtyla, Amore e responsabilita, in G. Reale e T. Styczeri (a cura di), K. Wojtyta,
Metafisica della persona. Titte le opere filosofiche e saggi integrativi, Bompiani, 2003, 552-
553.

40 | The Family as a Relational Good: the Challenge of Love



DISCORSO DI APERTURA

L’amore, infatti, non ¢ solo un rapporto reciproco di persone, ed ha quindi
un carattere inter-personale — dunque relazionale — ma ¢ l'atto e la con-
dizione che realizza nel modo pin completo esistenza della persona mediante
il dono di sé. «<L’'uomo — si legge nella Redemptor hominis, 10 — non pud
vivere senza amore. Egli rimane per sé stesso un essere incomprensibile, la
sua vita ¢ priva di senso, se non gli viene rivelato I'amore, se non si incon-
tra con I'amore, se non lo sperimenta [...]».

In particolare, nel rapporto tra uomo e donna, "amore vero perfeziona
Pessere della persona e ne sviluppa esistenza.’ Per essere in pienezza persone,
dunque, bisogna poter stare nella relazione dell’amore sponsale. In parti-
colare, nella famiglia, la differenza sessuale inscritta nei corpi dell’'uomo
e della donna ¢ lo spazio nel quale si esprime e si realizza 'amore vissuto
come eros e agape, pathos e logos, in una continua ricerca di senso e di si-
gnificati di quell’incompiutezza a cui rinvia la differenza, che ¢ costitutiva,
relazionale e generativa.

La persona, dunque, ha una dimensione sponsale, ¢ ontologicamen-
te relazionale. La considerazione della differenza ¢ inscindibile da quella
dell’essenza della persona. La radice metafisica della difterenza sessuale,
d’altronde, ¢ stata ribadita di recente dalla Congregazione per I'educazione
cattolica: «uomo e donna sono le due modalita in cui si esprime e realizza
la realta ontologica della persona umana».®

La riflessione piu recente sull’antropologia relazionale di coppia ha evi-
denziato, peraltro, come la differenza non sia una mancanza da riempire con
un rapporto fatto di contrattazioni bilaterali o di rinunce — come nella vita
concreta viene sovente oggi percepita la relazione uomo-donna — ma ¢
piuttosto I’orizzonte, lo spazio dove I’Altro ¢ atteso, riconosciuto, accolto,
a cul aprirsi e da cui si genera ogni possibilita di vita.

Riconoscendo la differenza, se ne riconoscono la complementarieta,
la reciprocita, ma anche I'asimmetria. Una asimmetria uomo-donna che,
tra Paltro non si manifesta in famiglia solo nei rapporti all'interno della
coppia, dove I'altro ¢ sempre altro-da-me e per questo irriducibile, ma in
qualsiasi rapporto familiare: paternita, maternita, fraternita, ed in ogni rap-
porto inter-generazionale e intra-generazionale. In tal senso, la famiglia, a
partire dal dono sponsale, si fa luogo di alleanza e di reciproca dipendenza
tra 1 ruoli che istituisce, sublimando cosi non solo bisogni biologico-ri-

5> K. Wojtyla, Amore e responsabilita, cit., 539.
® Congregazione per I'educazione cattolica, Maschio e femmina li creo, 2 febbraio
2019, n. 34.
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produttivi, ma bisogni umani: far si che ciascuno dei soggetti familiari sia
riconosciuto e amato in sé e per sé nella totalita della sua persona.

In particolare, — come ha messo in evidenza una parte della riflessione
filosofica femminile della fine del XX secolo — nel rapporto di coppia
uomo-donna, i corpi difterenti attestano una verita antropologica ricca di
senso, ossia che, nella differenza, il due ¢ gia da sempre aperto al tre, che
non ¢ solo 1l figlio che nasce dalla relazione, ma in primis la relazione stessa,
come bene in sé e altro rispetto alla donna e all’uomo. Infatti, a differenza di
quanto tende a pensare, approccio dell’amore romantico, 'amore vero e
reciproco non va inteso solo come I’'amore dell’'uno per I'altro, come se fosse
solo nellvomo e solo nella donna, poiché come spiega Karol Wojtyta, in
definitiva cosl si avrebbero due amori, uno di fronte all’altro; piuttosto I’a-
more vero & quella relazione che esiste tra loro e che li lega. E quel fattore
inter-personale che unisce e che li rende un “noi”.” E che puo realizzarsi
solo nell’'amore sponsale, che a sua volta si realizza in pienezza nel vincolo
stabile e definitivo.

In altre parole, la relazione d’amore sponsale, da cui scaturiscono poi
le relazioni d’amore familiare, ¢ quella dimensione oggettiva, che esiste tra 1
soggetti, che si pone come terza tra loro e che non ¢ la somma dei suoi
termini, ma ¢ una realta in sé stessa che esprime l'originario bisogno di
relazione.

Richiamandosi ancora al paradigma trinitario, ¢ utile considerare che,
nella vita intima di Dio, accanto all’amore del Padre verso il Figlio e all’a-
more del Figlio verso il Padre, esiste anche il loro reciproco amore “fatto
ipostasi”, lo Spirito Santo. La terza persona della Trinita, infatti, puo essere
concepita come 'eterna relazione d’amore fra il Padre e il Figlio “fatta
persona”.® E dunque una relazione che da sempre si “oggettivizza” al pun-
to da costituire una ipostasi a sé stante.

Per tornare all’'ambito umano, ¢ in questa terzietd della relazione d’a-
more e nel suo manifestarsi nella forma piu piena nel principio della gene-
rativita, che si struttura la famiglia come comunione di vita e di amore, e
prima ancora, sul piano antropologico, come communitas, dove il termine
cum munus significa proprio la condivisione di un dono (il dono di sé nella
relazione d’amore) e la cooperazione ad un compito generativo che da esso
deriva. Cosi la comunita familiare si costruisce intorno al suo munus, che

7 K. Wojtylta, Amore e responsabilita, cit., 541-545.
8 Cfr S. Agostino, De Trinitate V1,5,7; XV,19,37; S. Tommaso, Summa Theologiae 1-1,
q. 36 art. 1.
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¢ la stessa relazione, patrimonio e valore, che trascende interessi e obiettivi
particolari, bene comune che non ¢ di proprieta di nessuno, ma condiviso
e vincolante per tutti.’

Tutto ci0 oggi, per quanto a noi noto, non ¢ affatto scontato e andreb-
be seriamente rielaborato con argomentazioni e un linguaggio, tali da far
comprendere ai giovani l'unicita privilegiata della famiglia stabile quale
veicolo di certezze, di senso e di felicita. Valori questi che si generano solo
all'interno di legami familiari forti.

E qui che si gioca nelle societd post-moderne la sfida dell’amore: che
cosa significa, infatti, amare in maniera sponsale, in un mondo in cui i lega-
mi personali e familiari — e in particolar modo il matrimonio — ¢€ stato ri-
dotto dalla cultura, dal costume e dal diritto a mero strumento di gratifica-
zione affettiva, che puo costituirsi in qualsiasi modo e modificarsi secondo
la sensibilita di ognuno (cf. EG 66)? Come aiutare il pensiero e la cultura
a rivalutare le relazioni familiari e a percepirne la capacita virtuosa in tutti
gli aspetti della vita sociale? Come accompagnare le coppie e le famiglie
che ancora non hanno scoperto le potenzialita del loro amore sponsale ad
abbracciare con gradualita la scelta del matrimonio cristiano? La risposta a
queste domande richiede di tenere separati i piani di azione.

Sul piano giuridico, la privatizzazione degli affetti e dei desideri indivi-
duali rischia di svuotare la famiglia dei suoi compiti primari, riducendola
a “luogo dell’affettivita”. In tal senso, il termine privatizzare va realmente
ricondotto alla propria origine etimologica, ossia privare: ha svuotato di
qualche cosa una realta che era portatrice di caratteristiche e requisiti in-
trinseci, che ora rischia di non avere piu. Centrato sulla soddistazione dei
bisogni individuali, il diritto sta dando forma a diritti individuali auto-re-
ferenziali," secondo la formula Voglio, dunque ho dei diritti, che sta trovando
applicazione soprattutto in relazione alla coppia e alla filiazione. Un dirit-
to-pretesa considerato come quanto di pit connaturato vi sia al soggetto,
perché di sua spontanea e immediata percezione.

In tal senso, ¢ necessario riflettere su come restituire ai diritti individua-
li, applicati all’ambito familiare, quella dimensione relazionale, essenziale

° E Botturi, Soggettivita sociale della famiglia: una prospettiva genetica, in A. Neri,
I. Lloréns, I fondamenti relazionali..., cit. 41-51.

19 Cricenti G., Il sé e Ualtro. Bioetica del diritto civile, Roma, Aracne, 2012; Violini L.,
I diritti fondamentali e il loro futuro: il banco di prova del biodiritto, in Andrea Pin (a cura di),
I nuovi diritti dell’vomo. Le sfide della societa plurale, Venezia, Marcianum Press, 2012, pp.
121-142.
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per salvaguardarne la giustizia. Ogni vincolo familiare, infatti, ha un carat-
tere intrinsecamente giuridico, che I'individualismo tende a snaturare: cosi
la maternita, la fraternita o la sponsalita, a cui non vanno riconosciute solo
spettanze esterne, ma contenuti antropologici fondanti, propri di queste
relazioni. Dunque, pensare in termini di diritti familiari relazionali puo es-
sere decisivo.

Sul piano della riflessione ecclesiale e pastorale, poi, ¢ quantomeno
necessario prendere sul serio quanto segnalato in Amoris laetitia, e cioe che
tutto quanto detto finora sul significato dell’amore sponsale e la sua neces-
sita di essere stabile, certo e definitivo, non esclude che I'amore quotidiano
non solo sia sempre e inevitabilmente perfettibile, ma debba accettare di con-
vivere con 'imperfezione (AL 113). La dinamica dell’amore familiare attiene
alla dimensione dell’essere, non del dover essere. Non ¢ un ideale da realizza-
re, ma una realta dinamica mediante la quale si realizza il bene umano, in
una duplice dimensione: come bisogno di completamento dell’'individuo
nella relazione con l'altro e come luogo di dono e accoglienza in virta
della naturale dipendenza reciproca degli esseri umani.

I Santo Padre Francesco, con grande lucidita, elabora in tal senso nell’e-
sortazione apostolica Amoris laetitia, una psicologia e una teologia dell’amo-
te familiare non idilliaca e astorica, ma consapevole del fatto che uomini e
donne siamo una complessa combinazione di luci e ombre, per cui nella
realta «non esistono le famiglie perfette» (AL 135) ed ogni famiglia richie-
de sempre un graduale sviluppo della propria capacita di amare (AL 325).
Il fine ultimo, ma concreto, per ogni relazione d’amore, ¢ che quell’amore
sappia generare vincoli, coltivare legami (AL 100), perché sono i legami
che strutturano 'uomo e lo rendono ci6 che ¢: soggetto-in relazione.

Prendendo, dunque, le mosse dalla considerazione delle relazioni fami-
liari fondamentali: coniugalitd, paternita/maternita e filiazione, e fraterni-
ta, U'espressione amore familiare si riferira all'intreccio e all'insieme dell’a-
more coniugale, del’amore paterno/materno/filiale e dell’amore fraterno.
Ciascuno di quegli amori andra curato e salvaguardato, pena la sofferenza
dell’amore familiare e di ogni relazione al suo interno.

Ci0 che oggi, infatti, ¢ urgente recuperare ¢ la capacita di prendersi cura
di queste relazioni. Se la relazione ¢ sempre un terzo rispetto ai soggetti che
la vivono, di questo terzo ¢ davvero indispensabile avere cura.

A tal fine, come Chiesa abbiamo bisogno di dotarci di nuove competen-
ze relazionali, che sappiano accompagnare 1 giovani, gli sposi, ma anche e
in special modo tutte quelle famiglie che ancora non vivono nella realta
sacramentale del matrimonio, per camminare con loro verso la pienezza
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dell’amore cristiano.

Rivedere la metodologia e il nostro modo di proporre 1 contenuti della
preparazione al matrimonio, ad esempio, nella prospettiva di un vero e
proprio catecumenato matrimoniale, ¢ ci6 che auspica il Santo Padre France-
sco. Un catecumenato inteso come “itinerario indispensabile dei giovani e
delle coppie destinato a far rivivere la loro coscienza cristiana” a partire dal
Battesimo, che “diventi parte integrante di tutta la procedura sacramentale
del matrimonio”" e non solo abbia inizio con una preparazione molto
remota ai ragazzi piu giovani, perché venga loro proposta I'idea del ma-
trimonio come una vocazione cristiana, fin da quando sono bambini; ma
prosegua per tutta la vita coniugale, proprio perché il catecumenato “nella
vita necessita del carattere permanente, essendo permanente la grazia del
sacramento matrimoniale”.!?

In tal senso, abbiamo di fronte a noi una vera e propria emergenza pa-
storale, che ci richiede uno sforzo notevole per abbandonare schemi ormai
vecchi e inadeguati, che si accontentano di accompagnare con incontri
“lampo” le coppie che si preparano al matrimonio, prendendo invece sul
serio 'esigenza del grande Popolo di Dio, formato da laici, uomini e don-
ne, che desiderano costruirsi una famiglia, sentendosi parte della Chiesa.

Con coraggio ¢ pure necessario raggiungere e abbracciare tutte quelle
famiglie, fondate solo sulla convivenza, che, non avendo ancora compiuto
il passo del matrimonio cristiano, si avvicinano timidamente alla Chiesa.
Avere cura dei loro beni relazionali puo condurle alla scoperta di un amore
davvero sponsale. “In queste situazioni potranno essere valorizzati quei
segni di amore che in qualche modo riflettono I'amore di Dio” (AL 294),
avviando processi (EG 223) che, con gradualita, possano condurre le coppie
a scoprire la bellezza cristiana del loro legame. Cio sara di aiuto non solo a
queste coppie, ma anche alla Chiesa: «& sano prestare attenzione alla realta
concretar, perché «le richieste e gli appelli dello Spirito risuonano in essa e
«la Chiesa [cosi] puo essere guidata ad una intelligenza pit profonda dell’i-
nesauribile mistero del matrimonio e della famiglia» (AL 31).

Sara, dunque, necessario far si che tra formatori e accompagnatori
si sviluppino nuove competenze relazionali. Ma ¢ indispensabile anche far
emergere una nuova categoria teologico-pastorale: la relazione, declinata nella

' Francesco, Discorso in occasione dell’Inaugurazione dell’Anno Giudiziario del
tribunale della Rota Romana, 21 gennaio 2017. Cfr. anche Amoris laetitia 205-211.

12 Francesco, Discorso in occasione dell'Inaugurazione dell’Anno Giudiziario del
tribunale della Rota Romana, 29 gennaio 2018.
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duplice veste di relazione sponsale e di relazione familiare.” Il “noi” co-
niugale ¢ un bene relazionale, ¢ il primo “figlio” della coppia da allevare
con tenerezza, dedizione e pazienza, pena 'incapacita di vivere relazioni
lunghe, in grado di portare alla pienezza dell’amore familiare. Allo stesso
modo, ogni “noi” familiare va curato con tenerezza e dedizione: cosi la
relazione materno/filiale, fin dalla gravidanza, che ha bisogno di una spe-
ciale cura da parte della Chiesa: accompagnare le madri con una spirituali-
ta attenta al tempo e al “mistero” della gravidanza puo essere decisivo per
accompagnare tante situazioni complesse, in cui 'accoglienza della vita ¢ a
rischio; cosi come bisogna aver piu cura della relazione padre/figlio; delle
relazioni tra fratelli e tra nonni e nipoti.

E responsabilita della Chiesa rendere le famiglie consapevoli che le rela-
zioni che le uniscono sono “cammini dinamici di crescita”, che richiedo-
no di lottare, di rinascere, di reinventarsi e ricominciare sempre di nuovo
(AL 124).

Il nostro agire pastorale, percio, deve mostrare ancor meglio che la
relazione con Dio Padre esige e incoraggia una comunione che guarisca,
promuova e rafforzi i legami interpersonali. La famiglia ¢ lo snodo di questi
legami, dei beni relazionali, ma dobbiamo rimetterla al centro dei nostri
discorsi pastorali con chiarezza e decisione. Mentre nel mondo riappaiono
guerre e scontri, abbiamo il dovere di insistere nella proposta di ricono-
scere laltro, di sanare le ferite, di costruire ponti'* a partire dalla famiglia,
dove si puo imparare la pace.

3 Cfr. C. Rocchetta, Una chiesa della tenerezza. Le coordinate teologiche dell’ Amoris
laetitia, Bologna, 2017, 47.
" Cf. Evangelii gaudium, 67.
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Abstract
The Demographic Dynamics of Family Structures: A World View

The major changes made in the evolution of populations of the world
in the twenty-first century are: demographic transition and fertility de-
cline, very few families in some countries as “demographic winter”, ur-
banization changing the exercise of family solidarity, effect of migrations
on families, aging posing the question of solidarity between generations.
It 1s important to explain why the marriage rate decreases in the world as
cohabitation increases. Yet the family remains the basic institution for the
education of children around the world. We must therefore ask what pol-
icies would foster families.

Résumé
Les dynamiques démographiques des structures familiales : une vue mondiale

Les changements majeurs enregistrés dans I’évolution des populations
du monde au XXIe siecle sont les suivants : transition démographique et
baisse de la fécondité, familles trés peu nombreuses dans certains pays en
« hiver démographique », urbanisation modifiant 'exercice des solidari-
tés familiales, effet des migrations sur les familles, vieillissement posant la
question des solidarités entre les générations. Il importe d’expliquer pour-
quoi le taux de nuptialité diminue dans le monde alors que la cohabitation
augmente. Pourtant, la famille demeure, dans le monde entier, I'institution
de base pour I’éducation des enfants. Il faut donc se demander quelles po-
litiques familiales sont souhaitables.

! gerard-francois.dumont@wanadoo.fr

2 www.population-demographie.org

* French: https://www.cairn.info/revue-analyses-de-population-et-avenir.htm; Eng-
lish: https://www.cairn-int.info/journal-analyses-de-population-et-avenir.htm; Spanish:
https://www.cairn-mundo.info/revista-analyses-de-population-et-avenir.htm
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In the twenty-first century, the great demographic current born of the
unprecedented scientific, medical, pharmaceutical and economic develop-
ment of the last two centuries has swept families around the world along.
The countries of the North were the first to see a decrease in mortality and
a considerable increase in the survival rate of newborns, children and ado-
lescents; then their families progressively adapted their fertility accordingly,
generally starting at the end of the 19th century: less infant mortality, less
infant-teenage mortality, and therefore less fertility and a lower birth rate.
In the countries of the South, the fight against mortality was or remains
later and, therefore, the adaptation by families to the decline in their fer-
tility more recent.

In total, on a global scale, the most striking movement is the reduction
in family size, which is well illustrated by the decline in fertility from 5
children per woman in the early 1950s to 2.3 in 2021 (Figure 1), a decline
that predates the probable, but limited, downward eftects of the Covid-19
pandemic. This comparable decline is the result of a number of factors, in-
cluding the fact that the number of children per woman has declined since
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Figure 1. Fertility and population replacement level in the world. © Gérard-Frangois Dumont -
Chiffres WPP, 2019, données puis projection moyenne.
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the 1950s. This likely decline is the result of two very different processes:
the advancement of the demographic transition in the countries of the
South; and the entry into the “demographic winter” in many countries
of the North.

Reduction in family size as a result of the demographic transition

Demographic transition requires a rigorous definition.* It designates a
period of variable duration (between 50 and 150 years, depending on the
country) and intensity (it multiplies the population by two to more than
seven), during which a population passes from a demographic regime of
high mortality and birth rate to regime of low mortality and low birth rate.

The demographic transition includes two stages. The first is the period
during which economic, health and hygienic progress makes it possible to
record a very significant reduction in the mortality of newborns (infant
mortality — Figure 2), children and adolescents (infant-teenage mortality)
and women in childbirth or as a result of childbirth (maternal mortality).
This results in an increase in life expectancy at birth from, for example, 30
years to 60 years. In this case, this means, ceferis paribus, at least a doubling
of the population since, if each human remains twice as long a tenant on
Earth, this multiplies the population by two. During this first stage of the
demographic transition, where the decrease in the mortality rate is impor-
tant, the birth rate remains high, equivalent to that of the period before
the demographic transition. As a result, the difference between the death
rate and the birth rate increases, which has the mathematical consequence
of increasing the natural growth rate of the population. This first stage can
therefore be referred to as the increase in the natural growth rate, with the
effect of a sharp rise in the number of inhabitants.

The second stage of the demographic transition is different in nature. It
also involves a reduction in mortality, but its intensity is much lower than in
the first stage. In fact, once progress, particularly in the areas of medicine,
hygiene and behavior, has made it possible to reduce infant, child and ma-
ternal mortality by two-thirds, it is possible to make further progress. How-
ever, their proportion in relation to the initial situation is necessarily lower.

In this second stage of the demographic transition, the essential change
comes from the birth rate. The birth rate starts to fall because couples have
realized the considerable improvement in survival rates. There is therefore

* Dumont, Gérard-Francois, Géographie des populations. Concepts, dynamiques, pro-
spectives, Paris, Armand Colin, 2018. https://doi.org/10.3917/arco.dumon.2018.02
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no longer a need for as many births to satisty the oftspring that couples ex-
pect, since the chances of survival of newborns and children have increased
considerably. This is why couples adjust their fertility downwards, which
eventually leads to a more intense decrease in the birth rate than in the death
rate. Consequently, the second stage is characterized by a decrease in the
natural growth rate, since the gap between the birth rate and the death rate
1s narrowing. The second stage is thus one of deceleration, with a kind of
brake on the rate of natural increase that leads to its continuous reduction.
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Figure 2. Fertility and infant mortality rate in the world (World). © Gérard-Frangois Dumont - Chif-
fres WPP, 2019, données puis projection moyenne.

This mechanism of demographic transition is essential because it ex-
plains the unprecedented demographic growth in the world over the last
two centuries and, for example, the increase from 1.6 billion inhabitants
in 1900 to an estimated 7.8 billion by mid-2021.> It belies a common be-

5 Sardon, Jean-Paul, « La population des continents et des pays. Quels effets de
la pandémie Covid-19 ? », Population & Avenir, n® 755, novembre-décembre 2021,
https://doi.org/10.3917/popav.755.0014
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Figure 3. Natural movement in the World. © Gérard-Frangois Dumont - chiffres WPP 2019.

lief that the nearly fivefold increase in the world’s population during the
120-year period cited is due to a tendency of couples to have high fertility.
In fact, the growth of the world population is not due to a high birth rate,
which would have increased for two centuries, but to a mortality rate that
has collapsed, considerably widening the gaps between mortality and birth
rate that is nevertheless decreasing.

The world’s population growth is therefore mainly due to the progress
that has allowed mortality to decline, not to an excessive birth rate in ab-
solute terms. Indeed, between 1950 and 2021, the average birth rate in
the world, which was 37.9 births in 1950, is estimated to be 18%o in 2021,
a 52% decline in seventy years. Let us examine the difference between
the average birth and death rates in the world (Figure 3). This difference
shows, again as a world average, that the natural growth rate has been gen-
erally upwardly mobile from the beginning of the demographic transition,
in the last decades of the eighteenth century,® at the end of the 1960s, with
a historical maximum of 2.04 additional inhabitants per year per hundred

¢ Period when the demographic transition begins only in a few European countries
while the rest of the world is still in what Adolphe Landry called the “primitive” re-
gime, i.e. very high mortality and birth rates. Cf. Landry, Adolphe, La révolution démo-
graphique, Paris, 1934, réédition Ined, 1982.
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inhabitants. Then the world entered the second stage of the transition,
that of deceleration: the natural growth rate dropped to 1.04% in 2021, a
reduction of half in fifty years.

The demographic transition is characterized by a driving force, the
decline in mortality, which leads to a decrease in fertility.” This is the first
factor in the reduction of family size. But the latter is explained, in the
second place, by a very low fertility rate in certain regions of the world.

“Demographic winter” and strong reduction in family size

In fact, for countries that have completed their demographic transition,
l.e., are in a post-transitional period, fertility has often fallen significantly
and durably below the threshold of simple generation replacement;® the
number of young people is decreasing in absolute and relative terms. To
denote this situation, I proposed, at the end of the 1970s, the expression

99 9

“demographic winter”,” condition in which Europe (Figure 4) as a whole
finds itself, but also several countries in other regions of the world, such as
Japan'® or South Korea. Several countries whose demographic winter had
been limited for a period of time have just experienced a decline in their
tertility in the 2010s, including France'! and the United States: this would
be the “end of the American exception”."

Fertility is therefore lower, often well below the replacement level.
Countries in “demographic winter” are experiencing a sharp decline

7 Of course, in relation to the world average, fertility can vary greatly from one
country to another due to various factors; cf. Sardon, Jean-Paul, Calot, Gérard, « Les
incroyables variations historiques de la fécondité dans les pays européens. Des lecons
essentielles pour la prospective », Les analyses de Population & Avenir, n® 4, décembre
2018. https://doi.org/10.3917/1ap.004.0001

¥ The fertility required for the women of one generation to be replaced number for
number in the next generation, i.e., some thirty years later; a population of one hun-
dred women is therefore replaced by a similar population of one hundred women. This
threshold is 2.1 children by woman in countries with a high level of health and hygiene.

? Formulation then used for example in: Dumont, Gérard-Francois et alii, La France
ridée, Paris, Hachette, seconde édition, 1986.

'Y Dumont, Gérard-Francois, « Japon : le dépeuplement et ses conséquences », Géo-
confluences, ENS Lyon, 18 octobre 2017.

"' Dumont, Gérard-Frangois, « France : comment expliquer quatre années de
baisse de la fécondité ? », Population & Avenir, n°® 742, mars-avril 2019. https://doi.
org/10.3917/popav.742.0017

2 May, John E, « Géopolitique et évolution des populations aux Etats-Unis »,
Population & Avenir, n°® 757, mars-avril 2022. https://doi.org/10.3917/popav.757.0014
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Figure 5. The age pyramid of Italy. © Gérard-Frangois Dumont - Chiffres WPP2019.

in large families (three or more children) and an increased percentage of
childless couples or singles, or one-child households. If this situation per-
sists, 100 women in one generation will be replaced in the next generation
by only 70 women, which means that there is already an ageing population

The Family as a Relational Good: the Challenge of Love | 53



GERARD-FRANGOIS DUMONT

“trom below” and the risk of depopulation, unless there are considerable
migratory inflows.

In this context, the economic, social and political consequences can be
considerable. Already, we cannot understand certain decisions and attitudes
of European populations without considering this demographic contrac-
tion of the younger generations. One of the questions raised by this situ-
ation concerns the transmission of culture. Let us consider, for example,
the age pyramid of Italy (Figure 5). The number of young people is much
lower than that of previous generations. How can so many values, skills
and knowledge be passed on from one generation to the next when the
latter is far fewer in number? If life can be likened to a relay race between
generations, when the arrivals are much less numerous than the previous
ones, the handover can only be partial.

The contraction of family size is the result of the demographic transition
and especially, in post-transitional countries, of the demographic winter. A sec-
ond major demographic process, urbanization, is changing family structures.

Urban attraction and the distancing of generations from the family

Before the demographic transition, the only determinant of urbaniza-
tion was migration. Indeed, given the high urban mortality rate, the urban
natural balance was negative and the population of cities was maintained
only by the arrival of new populations. Since the demographic transition,
the growing concentration of the world’s population in cities is a global
phenomenon. The estimates of urbanization in the world, proposed by
the UN Population Division, underline the importance of this process.
Indeed, from 1950 to 2020, the UN indicates a world population growth
of 207%, from 2,536 to 7,837 million inhabitants. But within this total,
the rural population would have increased by only 91%, while the urban
population would have grown from 751 to 4,379 million, a progression
of 383% (Figure 6). Urbanization is the result of a process that has been
driven for two centuries by multiple determinants.

The so-called “proximate” determinants, those that are easily quantifi-
able, are the most obvious. This is the demographic transition, which also
increases the life expectancy of urban populations and thus increases the
number of urban dwellers. Thus, when the life expectancy of a city’s pop-
ulation doubles, its number of inhabitants, ceferis paribus, also doubles. The
“proximate” determinant of urbanization is therefore simply the surplus
of births over deaths, as in the world population as a whole, within the
perimeters of cities, whether old or extended.
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Figure 6. Urban and rural populations in the World (estimates then average projection). © Gé-
rard-Francois Dumont - Chiffres WUP, 2018.

To understand urbanization, two other demographic factors must be
put forward. First, cities have received or are receiving rural emigration of
an essentially economic nature, through various mechanisms: departure of
rural workers to cities where industrial sites are being developed, departure
of rural populations with little hope of agricultural employment given the
increase in productivity in the primary sector, economic and fiscal policies
that discourage farming and reduce the profitability of agriculture, absence
or inadequacy of agrarian reforms that could have given hope of promo-
tion to agricultural workers, development of tertiary employment that is
essentially established in cities and especially in large towns, etc. In most
cases, this rural emigration distances the generations of young workers,
who move to the city, from their ancestors who remain in the rural world.
The result is different family structures, a geographical distance that mod-
ifies the exercise of family solidarity.

Another factor in urbanization is emigration to cities of a political na-
ture, as a result of military or civil conflicts, which have often had an ac-
centuating effect on the growth of certain large cities.”? This second factor

3 Like Athens, Lima, Bogoti, Amman or Algiers.
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1s also likely to separate the generations within the family, when the older
ones do not feel the strength to escape the risks of a conflict.

Behind the quantitative, demographic elements measuring the impor-
tance of urbanization, we must not forget the “distant” determinants, i.e.
various qualitative, political, geographical or multiple explanatory factors.'
Let us limit ourselves here to certain political factors.

Here, it is a country that chooses a new capital, as in the past, Japan
with Tokyo, Russia with St. Petersburg or the United States with Washing-
ton and, more recently, Brazil with Brasilia or Nigeria with Abuja. There,
a centralist vision of political power favors the political capital. Elsewhere,
it is a political power that changes its land-use policy. Thus, China, after
having restricted the growth of its cities under Mao, then applied new reg-
ulations to some of its territories, which stimulated rural emigration and,
as a result, urban demographic growth' and, therefore, the separation of
generations within families. In addition, China’s hukou (residence permit)
system, which deprives hundreds of millions of urban immigrants of the
right to have their children attend schools in the cities where they live
and work (without permission), has led to the tragedy of children being
“left behind” in the countryside while their parents work in the city. As a
result, this country has a tragedy of “children left behind”, i.e. left in the
countryside while their parents work in the city. This is why many Chinese
children are, for the most part, raised by their grandparents in the country-
side, living without their parents by their side or seeing them only rarely,
often not even once a year.

The lives of many families are changed by another demographic pro-
cess, that of international migration.

International migration and family removal

Indeed, the number of international immigrants has increased signifi-
cantly in recent decades. The UN defines an immigrant as a person living
in a country other than the country of his or her birth, for a period of at
least one year. According to UN estimates, in 1980 there were 100 million
immigrants in the world. Ten years later, in 1990, the figure rose to 155

4 Dumont, Gérard-Francois, Urban demographic transition, Urban development is-
sues (UDI), scientific quaterly, vol. 56, 2018. DOI: 10.2478/udi-2018-0009

5 Dumont, Gérard-Francois, Yiliminuer, Tuerxun, « Les migrations internes accen-
tuent 'inégalité historique du peuplement de la Chine », Informations sociales, n°® 185,
septembre-octobre 2014.
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Figure 7. The number of immigrants in the World. © Gérard-Frangois Dumont - Chiffres ONU 2019.

million, then to 178 million in 2000, 214 million in 2010, 232 million in
2013 and 280 million in 2020 (Figure 7). This increase can be explained
both by a combination of traditional migration factors, essentially political
or economic in nature, and by the context of globalization, which is help-
ing to stimulate international migration.

Insofar as migration is concentrated in the age group of young work-
ers, 18 to 34, who often migrate alone,'® migration inevitably results in
a geographical distance between the generations of a family in this age
group and the ascendants, or even the descendants, when the children of
migrants remain in the territory of origin of their parent(s) who migrated.
This distance is more or less important according to the distance separating
the place of origin from the place of residence of the immigrant, the im-
portance of the transport networks and the greater or lesser ease of crossing
borders. The northern Italian who has migrated to Bavaria, to Munich,
can quite easily join his family on a regular basis, benefiting both from a
satisfactory transport network and from Italy’s, Switzerland’s and Germa-
ny’s membership of the Schengen area. Although the United Kingdom

19 This is less the case for exoduses due to war or civil conflict, which are more often
accompanied by family migration, as has unfortunately been observed in Syria and Iraq
in recent years.
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is not part of the Schengen area,” the migration of a Frenchman to Lon-
don represents a limited distance due to the existence of a fast train, the
Eurostar, which uses the Channel Tunnel, which has been available since
1994. In West Africa, the possibility for migrants to return periodically to
their place of residence, where the rest of their family lives, is easier in the
regional grouping formed by the Economic Community of West African
States (ECOWAS), which has introduced a common passport.

On the other hand, family separation is generally more important in the
case of intercontinental migration, for example of Chinese to the United
States or Europe, Africans to North America, or Filipinos to the United
States. In the second half of the twentieth century and even more so in the
twenty-first, the effects of family estrangement due to migration are obvi-
ously of a different nature®® than in previous centuries, when slower transpor-
tation and non-existent communication technologies often made intercon-
tinental migration a definitive break with the rest of the family back home.
In the 21st century, the Web, e-mail, mobile telephony or Skype are likely to
be able to preserve, albeit at a distance, family ties and, therefore, to reduce
the effects of geographical distance. However, in addition to geographical
distance, we must not forget the other concrete dimension of a migrant’s life:
time and, more specifically, the effects of time difference, which impose con-
straints on exchanges with family members living in the country of origin.

However, for the life of the families, two types of situations may arise
depending on the country of residence of the immigrant. In some coun-
tries, such as those of the Arabian Peninsula (Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Unit-
ed Arab Emirates, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar), family migration is impossible
for almost all immigrants. These countries admit as immigrants essential-
ly only single persons, therefore unaccompanied by their families, male
or female, depending on the tasks to be performed. Thus, the countries
of the Arabian Peninsula have about 18 million immigrants who live far
from their families in their countries of origin (India, Pakistan, Bangla-
desh, Ethiopia...). Only a minority of immigrants (from North America or
Europe), belonging to the upper social categories and working in highly
skilled jobs, can bring their families over.

7 Dumont, Gérard-Francois, Verluise, Pierre, Géopolitique de I’Europe : de I’ Atlan-
tiqgue a I’Oupral, Paris, PUE 2015.

'8 Dumont, Gérard-Francois, « Immigration : la question de I'intégration dans un
contexte fondamentalement nouveau”, Les analyses de Population & Avenir, n°® 21, févri-
er 2020. https://doi.org/10.3917/1ap.021.0001
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On the other hand, some countries give legal immigrants the right to
bring their families. This is the case, for example, of European countries
that have ratified the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and
Fundamental Freedoms, better known as the European Convention on
Human Rights, which was opened for signature in Rome on November
4, 1950 and came into force in 1953. It was the first instrument to concre-
tize and make binding some of the rights set forth in the Universal Decla-
ration of Human Rights. Among these rights, its article 8 states a “Right
to respect for private and family life”, specified in § 1 as follows: “Every-
one has the right to respect for his private and family life, his home and
his correspondence”. In application of this recognized right, the signatory
countries of the European Convention on Human Rights implement it
and accept the migration of the members of the immigrant’s family. This
right has important effects since, for example in France, the main immi-
gration flow of the last decades has been the arrival of families, often of
new spouses, coming to join one of their members already residing on
the French territory. This right must be considered as being really exer-
cised insofar as it is controlled by a court of justice, the European Court
of Human Rights, which can be seized directly of individual and state
applications alleging violations of the civil and political rights set forth in
the Convention.

Thus, with regard to family life, migration presents two types. First, it
disrupts family life because it leads to separation for long periods. On the
other hand, in countries where family reunification is practiced, the effect
of family separation due to migration is much less marked.

Then, a fourth process, population ageing, is unfolding worldwide in
the twenty-first century, a process unprecedented in human history. In
previous centuries, humanity has never recorded such high absolute and
relative numbers of elderly people. In order to understand this process, it
is first necessary to specify its nature.

Aging of the population, “geronto-growth™...

Under the term aging,” two different elements must be distinguished,
each of which is new. The first is the result of a structural effect, 1.e., a change

' Concerning young people, cf. Dumont, Gérard-Francois, « Les évolutions démo-
graphiques de la jeunesse dans le monde », dans : The Pontifical Academy of Social
Sciences, Vanishing Youth? Solidarity with children and young people in an age of turbulence,
Acta 12, Vatican City, 2006.
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in the age composition of a population: this is aging in the strict sense, i.e.,
the increase in the proportion of elderly people in the total population. The
second element being a flow, I have proposed a neologism to distinguish it
because its intensity can, according to the territories and according to the
periods, be similar or opposite to the aging itself. Thus, the term “geron-
to-growth”? refers to an increase in the number of elderly people.

The fact that the world’s population is aging is indisputable. In 1950,
the percentage of people aged 65 or more in the world was 5%. It began
to rise in the 1970s and by 2015 the proportion had risen to 8.2%. Accord-
ing to the average projection,? this increase is expected to become more
pronounced as the 21st century progresses, with 10% being reached before
2025 and the year 2035 reaching 12.8%. Aging has specific causes that re-
sult, on a global scale, from the combination of three factors.
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Figure 8. Aging of the World’s population. © Gérard-Frangois Dumont - chiffres WPP 2019
évalués puis projection moyenne.

2 “Geronto-growth” and “geronto-degrowth” are words formed from the Greek
gerdn or gerontos. They have entered the Dictionnaire de Géographie, Paris, Ellipses, 2005.
Cf. également Dumont, Gérard-Francois et alii, Les territoires face au vieillissement en
France et en Europe, Paris, Ellipses, 2006.

2IWPP, The 2019 Revision.
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The first 1s the lower fertility, explained above, which results in what is
called “ageing from below”. Indeed, as a result of the decline in fertility
worldwide, and despite the decline in infant and child mortality, the num-
ber of young people in the world 1s lower than it would be if fertility had
not declined. Correlatively, this increases the proportion of older people.

The second factor in the aging of the population is the decline in
age-specific mortality rates of the elderly, which has led to an increase in
their life expectancy, resulting in what is known as “top-down” aging. The
latter can be explained first of all by the fact that gains in mortality, but also
in morbidity, at young ages are also translated into gains at later ages for
the same generations, by a somewhat mechanical effect. But the essential
reason is elsewhere. Aging “from above” only really became intense, es-
sentially in the countries of the North, in the 1970s, when health policies,
having achieved remarkable results in reducing infant, child and maternal
mortality, focused more on improving the survival rates of the elderly.

The legacy of past developments, i.e., the effects of the demographic
history of the last few decades, is the third explanatory factor for ageing,
a factor that will play a major role in the future. Indeed, the generations
of older people reaching the age of 65 or more in the 2030s will be the
result of the number of births that occurred 65 years earlier. Since the
number of births worldwide increased from the 1950s to the 1980s and
then remained in the range of 130 to 140 million depending on the year,
the increase from the 1950s to the 1980s will be reflected in the number
of older persons in the 2020s and 2050s, especially as survival rates before
age 65 have improved.?

In addition to ageing in the strict sense of the term, it is important to
consider the flow of elderly people, which is reflected on a global scale
by “geronto-growth”. The latter has been high over the last few decades.
In 1950, there were 128 million people aged 65 or more in the world. A
first doubling occurred in 35 years, from 1950 to 1985, and then a second

2 A fourth factor affects the intensity of aging. It is not operational on a global scale
but only on the various scales of the different territories of the planet: this is migratory
exchanges and, more precisely, the age composition of immigration and emigration
specific to each territory. Territories that attract young populations and see older popu-
lations emigrate slow down or even reverse their ageing process, which is often the case
for inner cities. On the other hand, areas that see young people leave and/or receive
older people accentuate their own aging.
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doubling between 1985 and 2010, when the number of people aged 65 or
more reached 477 million, the result of a quadrupling in 60 years. Accord-
ing to the medium projection, the number could exceed 1 billion between
2030 and 2035, reaching 1.1 billion in 2035.

This considerable change is due to two of the factors mentioned above:
on the one hand, the increase in life expectancy of the elderly; on the
other hand, the arrival at age 65 of more numerous generations, due to
the double effect of more births 65 years earlier and the improvement in
the survival rate of these generations. In contrast, fertility has no eftect on
geronto-growth, or only for a period longer than six decades.

Population aging, in the two forms analyzed above, is thus a global
process. However, its intensity varies greatly from country to country and
from territory to territory.

... and intergenerational family solidarity

In some countries, mainly in sub-Saharan Africa, the elderly are still
a phenomenon of scarcity because the high mortality that affected their
generations when they were young and the relatively low life expectancy
of the elderly. As “what is rare is expensive”, this scarcity can contribute to
a better respect and listening to the elderly, well highlighted by this African
saying: “an old man who disappears, is a library that burns”. This saying
means that the elderly are the equivalent of libraries because they have their
own experience, an experience of life that younger people do not neces-
sarily have and that the elderly can transmit orally while they are still alive.

Conversely, in other countries, the high percentage and number of
elderly people do not make them rare. In some regions, such as China,
rapid ageing even represents a challenge for states that must set up systems
of intergenerational solidarity that are still largely insufficient.

In countries in the North, where generalized pension and health insur-
ance systems already exist, they require relatively high contributions from
the working population to finance them. There is a risk that this situation
will lead to a lesser consideration for the elderly. This may result® in less
pension payments, limitations on health insurance, withholding treatment
for certain illnesses when the person reaches a high age, or even legislating
euthanasia, as has already been done in some countries. While the legaliza-
tion of euthanasia may appear to be the result of compassionate attitudes,

# Parant, Alain, « La protection sociale face au vieillissement », Population & Avenir,
n° 700, novembre-décembre 2010.
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in reality it is more a reflection of society’s refusal to fund palliative care or
medical research that could improve gerontological medicine.

On the contrary, the presence of many elderly people calls for a new
organization of society that knows how to value this age group in social
and family life, for example by allowing it to play a very useful role in
everything that concerns the common good or for the family, particularly
by contributing to education.

This dynamic of ageing “from above” is changing the composition of
families with, essentially in the countries of the North, the coexistence of
four generations; this can result in sometimes delicate choices, when the gen-
eration of grandparents has to balance its solidarity with that of great-grand-
parents and with that of their adult children and grandchildren. Family sol-
idarity must indeed be exercised towards the oldest as well as the youngest.

This family solidarity may be facilitated when the homes of the dif-
ferent generations are close together, but it may be more difficult in the
opposite case: there may then be a risk of family jealousy between those
who live close to the previous generation and consequently benefit from
fairly frequent emotional ties or, for example, regular investment by the
grandparents in looking after the grandchildren, educating them and help-
ing them with their homework, whereas the grandchildren who are geo-
graphically further away may have less frequent ties.

Among the demographic dynamics affecting the family, the fifth cate-
gory is countries where the sex ratio is abnormally high.

Masculinity rate and family life

First example: in China,* official population policy has had perverse
effects, with particularly high sex ratios at birth of up to 122 for births of
rank two,” and significant excess mortality of girls before the age of five.

Indeed, the Chinese adage yang’er fang lao, “raising a son to prepare
for old age” is explained by the fact that there is hardly any retirement for
peasants, the custom being that the daughter goes to her husband’s fam-
ily. If it 1s necessary to reduce one’s descendants, one tries to have fewer
daughters. In the whole world, about 105 boys are born for every 100

* Dumont, Gérard-Francois, « Le déficit des filles en Chine : vers un nouvel en-
lévement des Sabines ? », Monde chinois, n° 15, automne 2008.
# That is, the births corresponding to the second children of the same mothers.
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girls,* and this same sex ratio at birth was found in China in the 1960s
and 1970s. But in the 1980s, it rose to 113.8 and reached 115.6 in 1995.
In the 2000s and 2010s, it is mainly due to selective abortions following
ultrasound scans or amniotic fluid analyses, which were prohibited by law
in 1991. It reaches 132 boys for every 100 girls for births of rank 3 — last
attempts to have a son. Infanticide, which is severely punished, appears to
be rare. However, the mortality rate of young female children is worrying-
ly high, while worldwide there is still an excess of male infant mortality.
All in all, China’s age and gender composition is particularly clashed with
many families without gender diversity in the younger generation, with
the only child being a boy. Admittedly, since 2016, China has ended the
one-child policy and even allowed for a third child. But, to date, this has
not had any effect on the birth rate. and economic problems are usually
cited as the reason. This overlooks the negative effects on family formation
of the shortage of women and the high level of urbanization, in a country
where a male cannot marry unless he has acquired home ownership.
Another example: in India,” women feel obliged to have a son, there-
fore to get rid of the girls. If female infanticide has not disappeared, espe-
cially in the North, it is in sharp decline, supplanted by selective abortion
after research into the sex of the fetus. Most castes and regions use trans-

% Amazed by the regularities he noticed in his demographic studies, Johann Peter
Stissmilch published a demographic study in Prussia in 1741, which he entitled L’ordre
divin, réédition Paris, Ined, 1984.

" Brigitte Dumortier, Philippe Cadene (direction), Inde : une géographie, Paris, Ar-
mand Colin, 2015.
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vaginal ultrasound or amniotic fluid analysis in specialized clinics, which
are expanding rapidly despite government efforts to ban them (in 1978
and again in 1983). In 1992 in Bombay, a forum of doctors and women
could strongly criticize the government for not yet having implemented
its policy against sexual pre-selection. Yet, gender equality is enshrined in
the Indian Constitution and many laws prohibit discrimination on the ba-
sis of sex and try to help the advancement of women in all fields. But the
girl child is unwelcome in families; she is said to be nakusha (unwanted) in
Rajasthan, chevalu (expenditure) in Tamil Nadu and vangal (bad) in Marathi
language. “Raising a daughter is like watering a plant in the neighbor’s
garden”. Brides are wished “to have a hundred sons!”

The result of these attitudes and behaviors is that in the whole of the
Indian Union, for the period 2010-2015, there are 111 boys for every 100
girls at birth, compared to 106 in the 1960s. This gap is even greater in
Haryana, where a sort of shortage of wives is emerging, which may make
them more valuable. Having sons is a crucial issue for Indian families, who
are expected to have sons who will last and prosper, while daughters who
leave for their in-laws must be endowed.

The necessary adaptation of family policies

It would therefore seem logical that family policies in each region of
the world should adapt their resources to demographic changes and, above
all, anticipate future problems (which is what population science allows) by
doing everything possible to mitigate the foreseeable negative consequenc-
es of certain demographic changes, in particular through education and the
promotion of women, while better ensuring the future of elderly parents.
In some parts of the world, families, strongly shaped by tradition, remain
strong and cohesive, still fulfilling, on a small scale, various social functions
that have been theirs since time immemorial — feeding, caring for, and
educating children, and caring for elderly parents until they die — duties
for which women carry out the largest share. But demographic dynamics
threaten this system. They are leading some countries to adopt welfare state
policies, but at the risk of breaking down family solidarity, a precious asset.

Elsewhere, these solidarities have often been broken and policies must,
as far as possible, seek to make up for the shortcomings observed in incom-
plete or broken families. In areas that are or have been under communist
influence, even if the distribution of rights and duties between families and
the state has fluctuated considerably, this care has left deep traces and fam-
ilies, now left in the uncertainty of competition, are often in great distress.
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In many Western democracies, the socialization of risks (illness, old age
and unemployment) and the generalization of the education of children
and young people by the community have caused the family to lose its
ancient role of all-risk insurance. It remains, however, the place of shared
affectivity, necessary for the development of children — provided, however,
that it remains united. However, since the last third of the twentieth centu-
ry, these same democracies have experienced the push of an unprecedent-
ed individualistic mentality that has largely affected families, with everyone
demanding sexual freedom, freedom of conception, autonomy, equality
between the sexes and equality between generations. This individualistic
mentality now advocates gender “freedom”, which is already legally estab-
lished in countries such as Switzerland. Policies have taken into account
these demands, although sometimes essentially expressed by minorities,
and the ruptures they have provoked.

Let us recall the original definition of the family, even though, espe-
cially since the beginning of the 21st century, many countries, such as
France in April 2013 or the United States in June 2015 (Constitutional
Court decision), have given homosexual couples a status identical to that
of heterosexual couples: any family is a specific structure linking beings
of different sexes and difterent generations. The family is the place where
life is transmitted, and it is a mesh of natural ties that unite the beings that
make it up: sexual ties between a man and a woman who become the fa-
ther and mother of one or more children; filiation ties between the father
and the child and between the mother and the child; sibling ties between
children born of the same parents; generational ties between ascendants
and descendants; and ties of kinship by marriage. In all societies, roles are
assigned to these ties, roles of education, transmission and solidarity, often
prescribed as duties.

Family policies should respect the private life choices of couples, seek
to support established families, and especially large families, which are
often discriminated against, while continuing to mitigate, through various
compensations, certain inequalities of income or situation.

Moreover, in developed countries, more and more children have to live
through the separation of their parents and then adapt to a single-parent or
reconstituted home. A relatively large number of children feel the eftects of
this for a long time. Their health, their balance, their schooling and their
socialization are affected.

This observation should be taken into account. Family law and family
policy should take into account the suftering and difficulties experienced
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by the children of broken couples and seek to alleviate them as much as
possible. The relationship of the children with their parents and the quality
of life and education of the children should become a political priority.

Glossary*

Age pyramid: representation of a population classified by sex and age at a
given time.

Aging of a population: modification of the age composition of a population
giving a smaller proportion to the young ages and, correlatively, a high-
er proportion to the elderly. A distinction is made between aging “from
below”, resulting from a fertility rate that reduces the number of new
generations, and aging “from above”, resulting solely from an increase
in the number of elderly people.

Birth rate: the ratio of the number of live births in a period (usually the
year) to the average population of the period (considered the midpoint
population); usually expressed per thousand population.

Demographic transition: a period of variable duration (between 50 and 150
years, depending on the case) and intensity (it multiplies the population
by two to more than seven), during which a population moves from
a demographic regime of high mortality and high birth rate to one of
low mortality and low birth rate.

Family: a setting that can accommodate one or more children. It is made
up of at least two people, including at least one adult. When it refers
to two adult parents and their minor children, it is called a “nuclear”
family. But its appellation can extend to a set including in addition as-
cendants, even to a set of persons belonging to the same initial filiation.

Family policy: all measures taken by the public authorities that have an im-
pact on the composition and life of families.

Generation replacement: the level of fertility that allows the average number
of generations of fertile age to be replaced one-for-one by the new-
born generation; this level varies according to the mortality conditions
of the populations; it is lowered to 2.1 children by woman in the most
advanced countries, with 0.1 corresponding to the higher rate of mas-
culinity of births and the mortality rate of women up to the average
age of childbearing

* Definitions taken from publications by Gérard-Francois Dumont.
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Geronto-growth: neologism meaning an upward change in the number of
elderly people, knowing that words relating to old age are formed from
the Greek gérén or gérontos.

Household: a group of persons, regardless of their relationship to each oth-
er, occupying the same dwelling as their principal residence (definition
used in France). The number of persons in a household may be reduced
to the unit (household composed of a student, a single person, a widow
or widower).

Infant-Adolescent Mortality: mortality of children or adolescents between
the age of 1 year and early adulthood.

Infant mortality rate: the number of children who died during a given peri-
od, usually the year, before reaching the age of one year, expressed as a
ratio of one thousand live births during the same period.

Life expectancy at birth: the average length of life of a generation, expressed
in years, that would be subject to the mortality rates of that same year
since the year of its birth. A distinction is generally made between male
and female life expectancy.

Male-to-female birth ratio: The ratio of male to female newborns in a pop-
ulation.

Maternal mortality ratio: number of women who die as a result of pregnancy,
childbirth or its aftermath, per 100,000 live births in a given year.

Natural change: the difference between births and deaths during a given
period, usually the year; this increase may be positive, in which case
there is an excess of births over deaths, or negative, in the opposite case.

Population growth rate: the sum of the natural growth rate and the migratory
growth rate for a given period, usually the year, usually expressed as a
percentage of the population; it may be positive or negative.

Rate of natural increase: the difference between the number of births and
the number of deaths in a given year, expressed as a percentage of the
average population; it is generally expressed as a percentage of the av-
erage population to distinguish it from birth and death rates; it can be
positive or negative. It can be measured as the difference between the
birth and death rates.

Survival rate: the proportion of a generation that is still alive at the end of
the period considered.

Total fertility (children by woman): the sum of the age-specific fertility rates
for a given year; it indicates the average number of children that would
be born during a woman’s fertile life if her age-specific rates were the
same as those observed in the year in question.
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1. Life as a gift in family ties

Talking about the gift of life implies, first of all, affirming that what is
given is what we have not constructed, and for that reason is out of our
control. Accepting life as a gift is not the same thing as manufacturing a
product. As stated by Fabrice Hadjadj,' the product is manufactured out-
side oneself, according to a logic of control that allows to make a product
without defects. A child, on the other hand, is hosted inside the mother’s
body, which is deformed to make room for him/her and which is not in a
logic of control, but in a logic of trust.

Moreover, the one who generates gives birth, gives life, but is in turn a
child who has received it as a gift from his/her parents.

Birth, therefore, becomes part of the exchange between giving-receiv-
ing-returning that characterizes the family bond, overcoming the eco-
nomic logic of social exchange (considered as the search for a balance
between costs and benefits) and introducing the idea that the gift is always
a “surplus” and is at the same time a debt that is shared by all generations,
parents and children, who have received and who indirectly “give life
back” by generating in turn. This dynamic appears as a central character-
istic of the human condition.?

In the gift-debit polarity, we can find the original co-presence of the
affective quality and the ethical quality, the “matris-munus” and the “pa-
tris-munus”, that is, the maternal gift and the paternal gift that are at the
origin of the human being. The gift, in fact, is a characteristic of the family
bond that is at its origin free, trustful and affective in nature. When this
element of gratuitousness is absent, there is relational pathology in which
people are uncapable of affection, and the other is used and exploited.

! Fabrice Hadjadj, “Famiglia, alle radici della generazione. Prospettive dopo il Sino-
do”, talk at the Centro Culturale di Milano, 26 October 2015.
% Scabini, E. & lafrate, R. [2019], Psicologia dei legami familiari. Bologna, 11 Mulino.
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But the gift coexists also with the other side of the coin, that is the debt
and obligation, the ethical urgency to give back what has been received.
Gratuitousness is a gift without a deadline, but not without expectations.

In a long multigenerational perspective, these components of trustful gift
and owing debt are strongly interconnected, especially in the exchange be-
tween generations that accompanies a new birth. The role play that rigidly
attributes to parents the component of the gift and to children the compo-
nent of the debt is therefore false or at least partial. As we have said, in fact,
parents, being themselves children, have also received life as a gift; thus,
parents and children share both the gift and the debt. This reality of gen-
erational facts can, however, be psychologically distorted in favour of only
one of the two aspects. For example, children may feel heavily indebted,
crushed, and blamed with respect to their parents who gave them life, and
the latter may consider themselves as those who have given and give without
considering what they have received and receive from their children.

In healthy families, people reciprocate not only for a moral obligation,
but because they are moved by the desire to give back/return. In these cas-
es, one identifies with the source of the gift and is driven to give in turn.

From a psychic point of view, therefore, the process of identification is
crucial. Thus, young parents, in order to pass on physical and psychic life to
a new generation, should have had the opportunity to identify themselves,
as children, with good, that is, donative sources. When such sources are
not present, family members should be helped to forgive, thus recovering,
through a self-reflective work that is the heart of a therapeutic experience,
the ethical-affective substance that lies at the heart of the human being.

The symbolic exchange, typical of family relationships, consists in giv-
ing to the other what he/she needs: it is moved by the trust that the other
will reciprocate with a similar coin when he/she can. One does not neces-
sarily reap the fruits of what he/she has sown during one’s lifetime: rather,
restitution occurs over generations. In order to capture the depth of family
ties, one must be able to go beyond the present and one’s own life. This is
the meaning of life as a gift.?

> Mauss, M. [1992], Essai sur le don. Forme et raison de I"échange dans les sociétés ar-
chaiques. Flammarion.

Godbout, J.T. [1992], L’esprit du don, Paris, La Decouverte.

Boszormenyi-Nagy, I. & Spark, G. [1973], Invisible loyalties, New York, Harper Row.

Boszormenyi-Nagy, I. & Krasner, B.R. [1986], Between give and take: a clinical guide
to contextual therapy, New York, Bruner/Mazel.
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2. The child as a “choice” and as a “right”

However, this conception of life as a gift appears to be challenged by
today’s culture. Today, rather than considering the child as a gift, we con-
sider the child as a “choice” or as a “right” and we forget the intergen-
erational scope of generativity, adopting an individual perspective limited
to the “here and now”. Such a perspective reflects only the position of
the present generation (the choice and the right of parents) and does not
consider the intergenerational chain in which the free gift received from
previous generations is inserted, calling for taking responsibility for subse-
quent generations.

Today people choose whether, when and how to have a child and
this, although advantageous from the point of view of the responsibility
that accompanies the choice as opposed to the fatalism that accompanies
destiny, also brings with it a series of critical consequences, which we can
observe, for example, at the demographic level: the transition from a con-
ception of childbirth experienced as a natural occurrence out of personal
control, to an idea of birth as a rational planning of the timing and mo-
dalities of conception, has certainly contributed — at least in Italy — to the
phenomenon of the progressive and unstoppable decline in births, to the
raising of the age of primigravidae with a postponement of motherhood
close to the threshold of 35 years and the consequent spread of the family
model of the single child. People have children only when they believe
there are all the conditions to raise them and only when they desire to
have children.

The other dominant trend, which in turn derives from this idea of the
child as a choice, is the increasing social acceptance of the conception of
the child as a “right” or the “right to parenthood”. In this perspective,
parenthood is no longer regarded as the adult’s possibility or willingness to
accept a child as a gift, but as an option subject only to the adult’s desire (or
claim), to such an extent that the impossibility of procreation is not toler-
ated and people are willing to use any means (from the exasperated med-
icalization of procreative intervention with medically assisted procreation,
to ethically critical or legally borderline forms in the field of heterologous
fertilization, as well as in the field of adoptions) to realize their desire of the
child whose presence, at some point in their adult life, they claim the right.

In order to understand the challenges that these conceptions of parent-
hood imply from a psychological, educational and social point of view, it
is necessary first of all to develop a reflection on the meaning of being a
child and, therefore, conversely on the meaning of being a parent. In other
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words, we need to move from a descriptive level of the roles and functions
of parents and children in the family to a reflection on parental and filial
identity that starts from the existential question of who is a child, thus in-
tercepting a question that concerns all of us, since the condition of a child
is a human condition that is common to all of us.

3. Filial Identity

We could briefly say that the person, every person, is originally a child.
But what does it mean to be a child? What are the characteristics of filial
identity? We can aftirm that filial identity implies different dimensions of
the human being.*

First of all, in the experience of filiation there is the biological dimen-
sion represented by being generated and traceable through the concrete
signs of physical resemblance, the inheritance of genetic traits, etc. In other
words, being children is a matter of body.

The second dimension deals with the caregiving-educational domain:
the survival and growth of the child depend on maternal care and protec-
tion, on the one hand, and on paternal norms, sense of limits and eman-
cipatory drives, on the other. Being a child is therefore a matter of care
and education.

A third component is what we might call the intergenerational dimen-
sion, which has to do with the family history of the child, the ties with
parental networks, the transmission of family values, and allows the child
to develop a “sense of We”, 1.e., to develop a sense of belonging to a “lin-
eage” by sharing the family history, traditions, customs and habits that de-
rive from the encounter between two lineages, the maternal and paternal
ones. In other words, being a child is a matter of lineages.

Finally, being children also has a social dimension. In fact, the child is
not only the biological and educational “product” of a couple or a family
lineage, but is a person who is “given to the world”, that is, made available
to the world and to the social reality in which he or she is inserted. In our
society, unfortunately, we are losing this broader meaning of this beautiful
expression. Yet, being a child is also a matter of society and culture.

We could therefore say that the objective of those who generate is the
protection of “being children” to all intents and purposes, that is, the pro-

* Iafrate, R. & Bertoni, A. [2013], Figli dati al mondo, Roma, AVE; Saviane Kane-
klin, L. & Comelli, I. [2013], Affido familiare: Sguardi e orizzonti dell’ accoglienza, Milano,
Vita e Pensiero.
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tection of a condition of identity, constitutive and common to all human
beings, which presupposes the presence of the difterent dimensions men-
tioned above. In fact, one is a child insofar as he/she is biologically con-
ceived and generated by a parental couple (biological dimension); insofar
as one 1s nurtured, cared for and helped to grow through responsible care
(caregiving-educational dimension); insofar as one is made a member of a
lineage and included in an intergenerational history (historical-intergen-
erational dimension); one is a child, finally, insofar as he/she is recognized
in one’s own civil, social, ethnic and cultural belonging (cultural-social
dimension).

When one or more of these dimensions is missing, the person runs the
risk of not being able to fully realize his or her identity, which is constitu-
tive of his or her very existence. It could be said that “one does not exist
except than as a child, as a generated person”. For this reason, the social
context takes charge and tries to compensate for any shortcomings in one
or more of these dimensions (for example, with tools for protection and
defence such as adoption and foster care), implicitly recognizing the value
of the anthropological category of the child as “generated by a father and
a mother within an intergenerational and social history”.

In other words, it might not be sufticient for a child to be cared for with
regard to his or her purely biological needs, if his or her need to be guided
or recognized as part of a family genealogy or supported in his or her social
dimension is not respected.

The coexistence of these four “dimensions”, which define the deep-
est identity of being a child, must be guaranteed throughout the life path
through the different transitions that the parent-child relationship goes
through (from birth, early childhood, school age, adolescence, youth and
adulthood): these dimensions can be transformed into concrete choices
and behaviours in different ways, but the fundamental aspects will remain
inalienable.

4.The child as a choice and the challenges to the caregiving-educational
dimension

If we reflect on the current tendency to conceive the child as a “choice”
and as a “right”, we can understand the consequences that derive from
such a conception from the point of view of the parents’ duty to protect
the filial identity and the complexity of the needs of each child as a person.

The child considered as a mere “choice” challenges, above all, the di-
mension of caregiving and education.

The Family as a Relational Good: the Challenge of Love | 73



RAFFAELLA IAFRATE

The decrease in the number of births and its character of a chosen and
strongly desired event means that birth takes on the characteristics of a
“high emotional concentration”. Parents end up investing too much in the
few children they bring into the world.> By considering parenthood as a
mere choice, they need their child to conform not only to the image of the
“desired child”, but also to confirm their own parental identity: the child
is at the centre, but is often experienced as an extension of themselves, as
confirmation of their own parenthood and not as a unique, unrepeatable
and irreducibly “other” person, with aspects of mystery and “unexpect-
edness”, typical of the gift and not of a voluntary choice. The current
representation of childhood therefore sees the child as the “sovereign” or
“idol” of the family. If such a conception may lead to a new sensitivity to-
wards the child, his/her cognitive and aftective world, it can also become
a problem for children because they feel they have to respond to high ex-
pectations and a challenging self-image through which they unconsciously
embody the need for realization of the parents from which it will be more
difficult to detach themselves (see the phenomenon of the so-called “long
family”: young-adult children “never leave” home) and which will also
have consequences at the level of the educational style practiced, which, as
stated by Daniel Marcelli® (2004), often risks to be aimed more at seducing
(se-ducere), to please the child, to saturate and prevent his/her every need
rather than oriented to the task of educating (ex-ducere). In this regard,
we speak of “narcissistic puerocentrism”.

What 1s strongly challenged in this cultural climate is the parent-child
asymmetry. The parental relationship should be traced back to a concept
of the family as an encounter of differences. Only the encounter with the
other (different from oneself) helps one to recognize oneself, to distinguish
oneself and thus to grow. In particular, the parent-child relationship is, by
definition, asymmetrical and “hierarchical” and not equal and “democrat-
ic”’; therefore, it implies a clear assumption of educational responsibility by
the adult towards the younger generations, a position that avoids the risks
of indifferentiation and egalitarianism at all costs. The concept of “respon-
sibility” 1s inscribed into the parent-child relationship: it is the preceding
adult generations that must take responsibility for the younger ones. How-

> Théry, 1. [1998], Couple, filiation, et parenté aujourd’hui. Le droit face aux mutations de
la famille et de la vie privée, Paris, Editions Odile Jacob.

® Marcelli, D. [2004], Il bambino sovrano. Un nuovo capo in famiglia? Milano, Raffaello
Cortina Editore.
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ever, the risks of “parentification” and “adultization”, according to a ver-
itable inversion of roles, are increasingly frequent in our culture of fragile
and disoriented adults, often inclined to support themselves rather than
their children on their journey. Also, at the core of this position there is a
non-recognition of the “otherness” of the other and of his/her difference.’”

The massive affective and cognitive investment into the child also leads,
as a consequence, to a slowdown and difficulty in the process of detach-
ment from the parent, which seems to be the salient characteristic of ad-
olescence today, which is increasingly prolonged. Therefore, an indirect
consequence of the narcissistic puerocentrism and the lack of intergen-
erational asymmetry that characterizes our social reality can be identi-
fied in the phenomenon of the so-called “long family”: young-adult chil-
dren “never leave” home and the process of release and emancipation of
the new generations from parental dependence seems to be increasingly
slowed down, with all the psychological and social consequences that such
a slowdown inevitably brings with it.

5. The child as a “right” and the challenge to the biological, intergener-
ational and social dimension

If the child as a choice mainly affects the dimension of caregiving and
education, the child as a right, and especially its direct consequence of the
search for the “child at all costs”, with the use of heterologous medically
assisted procreation techniques, threatens instead the other dimensions of
filiation, namely the biological, intergenerational and social dimension: in
other words, the right to parenthood at all costs threatens the right of the
child to have access to its origins and to fully develop its filial identity.

In fact, MAP techniques, especially heterologous ones, presuppose the
inclusion of a “third party” within the parental couple of origin. And the
issue is not insignificant from the point of view of the identity-related
topic of the origin.

The increasingly frequent use of various medically assisted procreation
techniques in order to have a child undoubtedly has also a positive side be-
cause it allows us to deal with the phenomenon of infertility with greater
chances of success, but it also has many negative implications when the

7 Greco, O. & Rosnati, R. [2006], La cura genitoriale, in Nuovo lessico familiare, a
cura di P. Donati & E. Scabini, Studi Interdisciplinari sulla Famiglia, n. 14, Milano, Vita
e Pensiero, pp.117-127.
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child is sought “at all costs”. In this regard, Simona Argentieri® (2014)
accurately observes that too often “desire turns into obsession”. The child
becomes a peremptory need for confirmation of identity and meaning of
life in the service of which all vital energies are spent, in precise collusion
with the “omnipotence of doctors”.” With respect to procreation, we have
therefore moved from a situation of powerlessness and suffered destiny to
a situation of control and defiance of destiny. Reproductive technologies
push to give shape to hybris, to go beyond the limit that has always attract-
ed humanity, with the risk of colluding with the omnipotent economy of
the unconscious.

The procreative desire, in fact, is rooted in the unconscious, which is by
its very nature intolerant of limits, and in order for it to fully realize its task
of humanization, it must be associated with that shared responsibility that
provides it with the right measure. It is impossible, therefore, with regard
to this issue, to avoid the ethical component: “the desire is such only if
combined with responsibility towards themselves and others, otherwise it
is configured as a form of arbitrariness”.!

From the 1970s, the phenomenon of medically assisted procreation
(MAP) has spread exponentially for different reasons: for the increase in in-
tertility, for the right to parenthood claimed by homosexual couples, and for
the emergence of an economic business of medical clinics and banks for the
donation of gametes used by both homosexual and heterosexual couples.

There are many interventions available, among which we can distin-
guish homologous reproductive techniques, which consist in the artificial
union of semen and egg belonging to the couple that will raise the child
(in this case the unborn child will have the same genetic heritage of the
parents), from heterologous reproductive techniques, which consist in the
use of a gamete outside the couple (semen, egg, or embryo — in the best
case the unborn child will have the genetic heritage of only one of the
two parents). The practice of surrogacy is even more radical, as it involves a
financial contract with a woman who agrees to carry a pregnancy to term
on commission.

¥ Argentieri, S. [2014], Nuove genitorialitd?, in Quaderni degli Argonauti, n. 27, pp.
49-59.

? Argentieri, S. [2014], Nuove genitorialita?, in Quaderni degli Argonauti, n. 27, pp.
49-59, p. 56.

"Vegetti Finzi, S. [2017], L’ospite pin atteso. Vivere e rivivere le emozioni della maternita,
Torino, Einaudi.
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The use of MAP raises several legal, ethical and psychological issues and
undoubtedly represents one of the most significant revolutions in parent-
ing and filiation."

Beyond the many problematic aspects that affect the relationship of the
couple (eg. the intervention of a third party between the partners, the issue
of procreative inequality, the invasiveness of the technique on the intimacy
of the partners...) and especially the position of the woman (the risk of
being dispossessed of her own motherhood, technologized, outsourced,
instrumentalized and even commercialized, as in the case of the uterus for
rent,'> which are not the subject of this reflection, I would like to bring
attention above all to the challenges for the children of MAP.

A fundamental problem concerns the couple’s choice of whether or
not to reveal to the child the truth about the story of his/her conception.
The psychological costs of family secrecy and, on the other hand, the ad-
vantages of knowing as soon as possible the truth about one’s own origins,
in accordance with the child’s age, are considerable, especially on the sense
of continuity in one’s identity.

In this regard, a special attention should be paid to those cases in which
the couple makes use of an external donor, which is a necessity for the
homosexual couple and sometimes also an option for sterile heterosexual
couples. In these cases, the biological, intergenerational and social dimen-
sion are threatened by the secrecy on the donor’s identity and/or by the
impossibility to trace one’s own origin to which the child is condemned.
Such a threat has well-known negative consequences, as highlighted by
research on adopted children. But let’s go a bit deeper into these topics.

In the available research on this issue," the issue of the origins is con-
fined to the topics of parents’ sincerity or secrecy on the type of concep-
tion, the child’s willingness to know the identity of the donor, and the
frequency and type of contacts with him or her.

Unlike the past, nowadays the need to reveal the truth to children born
from donation is widely recognized, so that many countries, in Europe

' Scabini, E. & Rossi, G. (a cura di) [2017], La natura dell’umana generazione, Studi
Interdisciplinari sulla Famiglia n. 27, Milano, Vita e Pensiero.

12 Palazzani, L. [2017], Donne e tecnologie riproduttive, in La natura dell’'umana
generazione, a cura di E. Scabini & G. Rossi, Studi Interdisciplinari sulla Famiglia n. 29.
Milano, Vita e Pensiero, pp. 111-127.

5 Canzi, E. [2017]. Omogenitorialita, filiazione e dintorni. Un’analisi critica delle ricerche.
Quaderno del Centro Studi e Ricerche sulla Famiglia, n. 29. Milano, Vita e Pensiero.

The Family as a Relational Good: the Challenge of Love | 77



RAFFAELLA IAFRATE

and around the world, provided legal protection to the right of knowing
the identity of the donor, generally upon coming of age. However, it is
still possible for the couple to choose an anonymous donor. This choice
is certainly less problematic for parents, as it removes the problems related
to the involvement of the donor in family dynamics and to possible legal
issues about the custody of the child, especially if a separation occurs. In
this case, there is a potential conflict between the right of the couple and
the right of the child to know his or her origins.

Research has shown that the child’s need for knowing is not only a
matter of curiosity, but also a search for meaning about the child’s own
history and an intense need to re-establish a bond with the parent who
gave them life. In these children’s accounts we often find a search for
physical similarity with the donor, his or her temperament and interests,
as well as his or her family history and genetic inheritance (for example in
terms of potential health problems). On a symbolic level, the genetic link
immediately activates the genealogical dimension, that is the connection
with previous generations. This, moreover, is the inherently human char-
acteristic of the procreative act, in which the biological and mental levels
are inextricably linked. This is why desires, motivations, expectations, fears
and wounds circulate between parents (the “generators”) and children (the
“generated”). It is therefore necessary to understand what dynamics these
different pathways to parenthood create and leave as heritage, at least in
parents’ and children’s imagination. This will help to recognize the chal-
lenges the new generations will face.

In this regard, the clinical and research tradition of adoption studies can
provide useful insights on this issue.

Indeed, today’s research and clinical intervention on adoptive families
have shown that the origins of the adoptive child need to be preserved
(rather than cancelled) and that the “birth family” occupies a meaningtul
place in the minds and hearts of adopted children throughout their lives.
Adoptive parents do not substitute the child’s family of origin, but rather
take on the pain of the child’s origin, often wounded by traumatic experi-
ences, and help repair it, by including the child into a new family history
and genealogy. In adoption, the birth parent never disappears, his or her
absence always generates suftering, to the point that adopted children of-
ten decide to return to their country of origin (in cases of international
adoption) and search for their family members, birth parents and siblings.
Adoption professionals know very well that this is a long and painful pro-
cess that requires constant support.
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Thus, children’s search for their identity (“who am I?”, “who do I
look like?”, “where do I come from?”, “what are my origins?”’) cannot
be reduced to a matter of open and sincere communication, because it has
a much deeper meaning. Knowing the truth per se does not resolve the
search for meaning.

What about the children of donation, then? They definitely share nu-
merous similarities with adopted children, for example the fact that they
have limited or no access to their birth parent(s), their past and therefore
their origins, but also specific elements of complexity, especially in the cases
of children of homosexual parents. Consider, in fact, how the position of
the adoptive couple and that of the couple who uses heterologous MPA are
very different: in the first case, adoptive parents help the child to elaborate
a traumatic origin for which he or she is not responsible, in the second case
the parents willingly choose to give birth to a child with a “wounded” or-
igin (because partly unknown), a choice they will be held responsible for.

Therefore, some fundamental questions arise: can we reduce the search
for the meaning of one’s origins to the search for the donor’s identity?
Even when he or she has a name or a face, who does the person who finds
him or her actually meet? A father or a mother or a person who provided
their sperm or their egg? Can we avoid talking about the origins? Can we
reduce the question of filiation to the affective quality of the parent-child
relationship, without considering the relevance of the transmission of the
genetic and symbolic heritage that passes between generations? And can we
consider the psychological risks of choosing to give birth to a new human
being at the cost of silencing his or her genealogical and cultural history?

Again, the need to reflect on what it means to generate and to be gen-
erated is even more urgent. The answer to this question allows us to make
an innovative and thoughtful contribution even to issues that, without such
a broader framework, risk being poorly posed, such as, for example, the
much-debated question of the well-being of children of same-sex cou-
ples." Does generating coincide with nurturing or educating? Is it only a
matter of giving affection, norms, containment, support, fostering good
psychosocial adjustment (i.e., is it enough to respond to the child’s caregiv-
ing-educational needs according to the caregiving-educational dimension)?
If the answer is positive, the diatribe falls: in fact, why shouldn’t homosex-
ual couples be able to provide all this, and perhaps quite successtully, given

4 Giacobbi, S. [2018], Omogenitorialitd. Problemi e interrogativi, in Rivista Mino-
tauro, I, n. 6, pp. 60-69.
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their high investment? The problem appears to be more complex, if we
give to the process of generation a different importance and a specificity
that goes beyond all this. Generating does not mean giving birth to a child,
an infant, but to a son or daughter, what we can call a “generated” being.
The child cannot acquire a complete identity unless he or she is included
in a generational and social relationship, that takes him or her back to those
who gave him/her birth and to the histories of the maternal and paternal
family branches. From this point of view, being a son/daughter can be con-
sidered a “right”, certainly not being a parent. If anything, parenthood is
configured as an ethical duty (rather than a right), calling parents to respect
and recognize the right of their own children to be sons and daughters.
Generating, therefore, brings to the forefront the theme of the origins, that
necessarily involves the couple, but goes beyond it and its desire.

Silencing this aspect means reducing the process of humanization to
the educational ability of the couple, configured in narcissistic terms, and
overshadowing its inherent and “original” symbolic anchorage.

6. Reproduced child or generated child?

The issues we have just addressed, and in particular the theme of bio-
technologies applied to reproduction, open up an issue I’d like to raise in
concluding my talk.

Is the child a product, the outcome of a reproductive process, or is he/
she a new human generation, the outcome of a generative process?

The question is, first of all, anthropological and urges us to reflect on
our understanding of the human being, understood as an object or as a
person. An object is produced, a person is generated.

The production-reproduction pair is typical of the world of objects or
animals and evokes the idea of a product, a photocopy we could say, or
of mass production. The purpose of reproduction in the animal world is
in fact the continuity of the species and its survival. The rigid rhythms of
mating that we observe in mammals, with their rituals, the fights among
males to ensure the continuation of their genetic heritage and the variety
of protective behaviours towards the young are all aimed at this supreme
and unique purpose. The “little one” of the animal world is subordinate to
the purpose of the species and loses its singularity, it is one of a “series”,
anonymous or impersonal.

Moreover, the attachment bond, even with the female who gave birth
to it, continues for a limited time, as long as the cub is autonomous and
then disappears. Recognition is at term. In any case, reproduction has its
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insurmountable perimeter within the circle constituted by the male, the
female and their cub, and does not refer to other protagonists. As the first
tamily therapists already observed, the animal world (even in those species
providing forms of social life and protection of the herd) has no knowledge
of its ancestors. This fact is fundamental, even if rarely highlighted, even by
evolutionary psychology.

And what about human generation? Human generation itself is under-
pinned by the “biblical” mandate to continue the human species, but that
mandate has peculiar characteristics. The mating between male and female
is not under the banner of a rigid law that dominates and obligates, but
relies on a sexuality that cannot be confined to fixed periods and is — to
some extent — governable. The generation process has some degrees of
freedom, that can be used for good or evil. The human child born from
the encounter between a male and a female does more than simply contin-
ue the human species, it renovates it. He or she is in fact unique and not
replaceable. No son/daughter is replaceable with another. Hanna Arendt'
(1958) wrote memorable pages on the “novelty” represented by a birth.

The human child is a generated one, bound not temporarily but forev-
er, to its generators who recognize him/her and are recognized by him/
her. Recognition is an essential process for the human species. Naming
is the act that seals recognition, and studying how “naming” takes place
allows us, on the one hand, to note its universality and, on the other, to
admire the different ways in which the generational bond is signified across
different cultures and societies. Thus, there were times in which it was
customary to give a son or daughter the name of an ancestor, especially
if the ancestor had passed away, or the name of a saint, and other times,
like today, when it is more frequent to give a name that parents simply
like. Not to mention certain African cultures in which the attribution of a
name implies a “negotiation” with the ancestors that requires quite a long
time.'* We can say that, for the human son/daughter, recognition from the
very beginning relies on a network of pre-existing meanings that come to
him/her along with genetic heritage. Giving a name is a way in which you
give a destiny, it seals the uniqueness of a person: you are you with all of
your essence and cannot be replaced.

5 Arendt, H. [1958], Vita activa. La conoscenza umana; trad. it., Milano, Bompiani,
1989.

¢ Moro, M.R.., Neuman, D. & Real, 1. [2008], Maternita in esilio. Bambini e migra-
zioni; trad. it. Milano, Raffaello Cortina, 2010.
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But here is an essential point: recognition goes beyond the relationship
between who generates and who is generated, because the human gen-
erators know in turn that they are generated. They are referred to their
ancestors and progenitors, even if, as it happens today, they disregard them
or at least illusorily think that they do not need them.

Human generation not only pushes forward, but also backward: it refers
to a genealogy. After all, the same etymological root, “gen-", associates
the terms generating, gender, generation, genealogy. The theme of the
origins and the reference to a “generational chain”, as Freud mentioned,
is fundamental. The biological and symbolic-cultural dimensions are in-
timately connected and inseparable in human life at its origin and in its
development.

Therefore, generating means giving life to a unique human being, the
result of the bond between generators (with their gender difference, es-
sential for procreation), which in turn are generated and refer to the dual,
paternal and maternal genealogy. If you know where you come from, if
you are “generated”, you can be a “generator”, that is, someone who in
turn will put in place this complex process of generation.

Generativity, not reproduction, is therefore the fundamental human
code, the fulfilment and deepest realization of the person.

Moreover, being generated and generating are gifts both for the person
and for the society. Biological and intergenerational generativity are in fact
at the basis of social generativity.

Erikson' (1982) emphasized how, from a psychological point of view,
“generativity”’ represents a fundamental goal of development, the tenden-
cy that marks adulthood. This tendency indicates the ability to leave be-
hind the narcissistic concern for oneself in order to take care of new gen-
erations, not necessarily in terms of biological procreativity.

Overcoming an individualistic perspective is the condition that makes
it possible to move from a conception of generativity that is entirely con-
fined within the family to a conception of authentic social generativity.
St. Aubin, McAdams, and Kim' (2003) describe social generativity as a
commitment to go beyond oneself in order to promote future generations.
Taking care of young people contributes to the strengthening and conti-

17 Erikson, E.H. [1982], I cicli della vita. Continuitd e mutamenti; trad. it. Roma, Ar-
mando, 1984.

'8 de St. Aubin, E., McAdams D.P. & Kim, T.C. [2003], The Generative Society. Car-
ing for Future Generations, Washington, American Psychological Association Press.
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nuity of generations because it means to feel responsible not only for the
growth and well-being of one’s own children, but also of the youth more
generally. As Eugenia Scabini® states, it is a matter of “raising the children
of others as if they were one’s own children”. The failure of generativity is
stagnation, which threatens the future not only of the family, but of society
as a whole.

The person is therefore always generated and his/her growth is a gen-
erative and re-generative process.

But, as Vittorio Cigoli states, “generating puts the person at risk, it
exposes him/her”:* in fact, human beings not only reproduce themselves,
but generate minds by crossing genders and generations and building his-
tory and culture. And in this crossing, the risk, the exposure to pain, loss
and mourning that the generative leap entails, has its own weight. It is a
rule of the generative bond: in order for a generation to grow, you have to
make room for another generation, you have to “die” to yourself.

Even within the dynamics of the couple, the child is a third party, he/
she is a hope but also someone who “breaks” somehow the unity of the
couple, who must make room for another. Generating puts the relation-
ship at risk. Philosopher Martha Nussbaum? (2001) states that generating
“exposes the person” and that it is, above all, by generating that the “Fra-
gility of Goodness” is measured. It is no coincidence that psychosocial
research on the transition to parenthood shows declines in “satisfaction”
of the couple, crises and openness to unpredictable risks. The concept of
generativity is therefore associated with that of limit.

On the other hand, several scholars after Erikson have highlighted the
relationship between generativity and the awareness of mortality. It is the
awareness of the end and the acceptance of one’s own mortal condition
that pushes the person to be generative. The paradox is — as Eugenia Sca-
bini states — that only the acceptance of death makes love for life mature.
It is therefore dramatic when a society is no longer generative, because
paradoxically it is telling us that it is a society that is unable to face the most

¥ Cigoli, V. & Scabini, E. [2017], Generativita: la natura del famigliare, in La natura
dell’wmana generazione, a cura di E. Scabini & G. Rossi, Milano, Vita e Pensiero, pp.
47-84.

2 Cigoli, V., Scabini, E., Gennari M.L., Tamanza, G. (2018), Legami generazionali.
Strumenti di assessment clinico, Edra.

2 Nussbaum, M.C. [2001], Upheavals of Thought: The Intelligence of Emotions. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.
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important and inescapable challenge for the human being. The omnipo-
tent temptation of an individual without limits and closed in on himself,
with only reproductive goals and no longer generative ones (so present in
our cultural context), perhaps speaks to us of this unattainable fear, which
is fundamentally a lack of hope.

The real cultural challenge of today, therefore, lies in recovering and re-
launching the meaning, the goal of human life, its most intrinsic function,
namely, generativity.

Generating bonds is therefore giving life, looking after, but also letting
go and therefore always involves a share of pain, just as it happens in child-
birth. Generativity is therefore deeply connected to the limit and to the
symbolic separation that the human being always faces in his/her growth.

Relaunching the theme of life as a gift and of generativity as the origin
and intrinsic goal of existence is therefore a concrete way to approach the
mystery of humanity by admitting our limitation, but also to recognize in
this limit a breath of hope and a possibility of full completion of the human

experience.
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WHERE IS THE FAMILY GOING?
AN AMERICAN PERSPECTIVE

ROBERT D. PUTNAM
University of Harvard, MA, USA

The central thesis of this essay is that a large and growing “opportunity
gap” separates rich kids and poor kids in the Americas, most clearly in the
United States but also in Latin America, largely because of increasing class
divergence in family structure. This trend, I argue, poses grave social, eco-
nomic, political, and (above all) moral questions.!

A word first about my approach to this topic. I use the term “social
capital” to refer to social networks within which all of us are embedded
and which contribute value to our lives in many ways. Of all those net-
works (from church congregations to social clubs to neighborhoods), the
most fundamental is the family.? In this sense I agree completely with the
premise of this conference that family is a relational good. Similarly, my
essay with its foundation in empirical description is deeply in accord with
the Pope’s admonition to “look at the reality of the family today in all its
complexity, with its lights and its shadows”,* though like the Holy Father,
[ will in the end move beyond empirical description to moral reflection.

Next, a prefatory word about my methods. My own research and ex-
pertise have focused almost entirely on the United States, and hard data
about families are more widely available for the United States, so my con-
clusions about North American families rest on much firmer footing. On

' The primary sources for this essay include Robert D. Putnam, Our Kids: The
American Dream in Crisis (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2015); Albert and Elizabeth
Florez-Paredes, “Families in Latin America: Dimensions, Diverging Trends, and Par-
adoxes”, in Unequal Family Lives: Causes and Consequences in Europe and the Americas
(Cambridge University Press, 2018), Naomi R. Cahn (Editor), June Carbone (Editor),
Laurie Fields DeRose (Editor), W. Bradford Wilcox (Editor), 40-65; and “Marriage
Trends in Latin America: A Fact Sheet”, National Healthy Marriage Resource Center
(www.healthymarriageinfo.org, 2022). All those sources in turn include abundant and
comprehensive notes that show the underlying scientific evidence.

% For deeper analysis of my concept of “social capital”, see my Bowling Alone: The
Collapse and Revival of American Community, 20th anniversary edition (New York: Simon
& Schuster, 2021).

> Amoris Laetitia 32.
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the other hand, in this essay I've been asked to include evidence from Latin
America, and to a striking extent the core trend that I describe appears
throughout the Americas. Of course, this pattern is a “first cut” judgment,
with much complexity both within and between the two continents. For
example, in some parts of both North and South America black slavery has
had a supremely important impact on family patterns, but in other parts
of the two continents slavery was less important. But while that complex
and controversial topic itself deserves much more attention, time and space
constraints here preclude me from delving into it.

In short, I here seek to simplify broad empirical trends rather than dig-
ging deeply into the details. I beg your pardon for that simplification, of
which I am deeply conscious. I do so for three reasons: (1) time; (2) the
search for common themes in this setting; (3) most important, the central
empirical trend I focus on has profound moral significance — and that is the
focus of this conference.

The essay is divided, roughly speaking, into four parts. I begin by fo-
cusing on marital patterns in the United States, and then in Latin America.
The second section of the essay adds children to the marriage, so to speak,
by focusing on parenting. The third session widens the scope to encompass
the broader community, such as friends and neighbors, mentors, and last
but not least, religious institutions. Fourth and finally, I reflect briefly on
the larger questions of “why?” and “so what?”.*

My most important conclusion will turn out to be surprisingly sim-
ple: a fundamentally similar pattern of growing class divergence in family
structure — what I will call a “two tier” family pattern — appears through-
out the Americas. That trend toward a two-tier family structure is part
of a larger and unfortunate economic, social, and moral trajectory, as I
will describe later. Against that common backdrop, there are obviously

* To simplify my discussion of social class, I generally compare the top third of
the population in terms of socioeconomic status with the bottom two thirds. That
distinction turns out to be empirically virtually identical with the one third of parents
who have completed college versus the two thirds of parents with no more than a sec-
ondary education. Fortunately, we are able to use that same educational break in both
the United States and Latin American analyses. Other measures, like family income
or family wealth, are so closely correlated with education that that basic one-third/
two-thirds comparison is essentially the same, no matter what empirical measure of
socioeconomic status we use. None of my generalizations turn on this specific opera-
tionalization of social class, and in fact, if I used more stringent measures, the evidence
for my generalizations would be even stronger.
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differences within and across national boundaries. In fact, before turning
to the evidence of commonalities, I begin with what is probably the most
important single difference between North and South American marital
patterns — the relative frequency of marriage, divorce, and cohabitation.

Marriage has been very common throughout much of North Ameri-
can history. Divorce briefly became somewhat more common in the years
immediately after World War II, but sixty years ago most United States
families consisted of a breadwinner dad, a homemaker mom, and kids:
a stable, Ozzie-and-Harriet-style union.’> Divorce was uncommon, and
births outside of marriage were rare in all social strata — 4 percent overall
in 1950, although the rate was slightly higher among the economically
disadvantaged.® Although today this family structure is often considered
“traditional”, historians of the family have demonstrated that in fact it did
not predominate throughout United States history.”

Two social norms helped make the Ozzie-and-Harriet family possible:
(1) a strongly patriarchal division of labor, coupled with widely shared
prosperity that allowed most families to get by on one male income, and
(2) a strong norm against out-of-wedlock births, so that pre-marital preg-
nancy was typically followed by “shotgun” marriage.® As a result, most

> “The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet” was a very popular TV sit-com in the
United States in the 1950s and 1960s, in which Ozzie was a stereotypical father who
worked outside the home, leaving the children to Harriet, a stereotypical stay-at-home
housekeeper. “Ozzie and Harriet” has since between a common term among family
sociologists to describe this traditional division of labor.

¢ Andrew J. Cherlin, “Demographic Trends in the United States: A Review of
Research in the 2000s”, Journal of Marriage and Family 72 (June 2010): 406; https://
ifstudies.org/blog/the-us-divorce-rate-has-hit-a-50-year-low#:~:text=Divorce%20
in%20America%20has%20been,have%20seen%20in%2050%20years

7 Representative critics of this traditional marriage, especially from a feminist point
of view, include Judith Stacey, Unhitched: Love, Marriage, and Family Values from West
Hollywood to Western China (New York: New York University Press, 2011); Stephanie
Coontz, The Way We Never Were: American Families and the Nostalgia Trap (New York:
Basic Books, 2000); Nancy Chodorow, The Reproduction of Mothering (Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press, 1978); Arlie Hochschild, The Second Shift: Working Par-
ents and the Revolution (New York: Avon Books, 1990); John R. Gillis, A World of Their
Own Making: Myth, Ritual, and the Quest for Family Values (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1996).

8 “Shotgun marriage” in American vernacular refers to a marriage that occurs after
conception, but before birth, as the pregnant girl’s father forces the boy to marry the
girl before the child appears. In the 1950s and 1960s, 52-60% of pre-marital pregnan-
cies were resolved by a shotgun marriage, but by the early 1990s that had fallen to 23%,
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baby-boomers in the United States were raised by both biological parents.

In the 1970s, however, as the boomers themselves were coming of age,
that family structure suddenly collapsed, in what demographers agree was
the most dramatic change in family structure in United States history.
Pre-marital sex lost its stigma almost overnight; shotgun marriages sharp-
ly diminished, and then virtually disappeared; divorce became epidemic;
and the number of kids living in single-parent families began a long,
steady ascent.’

Those who have studied this change in family structure don’t agree on
exactly what caused it, but most agree that these factors contributed:

according to U.S. Census Bureau, “Trends in Premarital Childbearing, 1930 to 19947,
by Amara Bachu, Current Population Reports (Washington, DC, 1999), 23-197. For care-
ful analysis of rates of pre-marital conception and shotgun marriage from (roughly
speaking) the 1940s to the late 1970s, see Paula England, Emily Shafer and Lawrence

Wu, “Premarital Conceptions, Postconception (‘Shotgun’) Marriages, and Premarital

First Births: Educational Gradients in U.S. Cohorts of White and Black Women Born

1925-1959”. Demographic Research 27 (2012): 153-166. From roughly the late 1950s to

the late 1970s, pre-marital conception among less-educated white women rose from

about 20% to about 30%, while the rate among white college grads remained steady
at about 10%. Among black women, the equivalent changes were from about 50% to
about 70% for less educated black women and from about 25% to about 35% for black
college graduates. Among women who conceived before marriage, the rate of shotgun
marriages fell over this period from about 65% to about 45-50% for white women and
from about 30% to about 5-10% among black women.

? Statistics for these claims:

— Pre-marital sex: The fraction of Americans who believed that premarital sex was
“not wrong” doubled from 24% to 47% in the four years between 1969 and 1973
and then drifted upward through the 1970s to 62% in 1982. Robert D. Putnam and
David E. Campbell, American Grace (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2010), 92-93.

— Shotgun marriages: In the 1960s roughly half (52 percent) of all brides were preg-
nant, whereas 20 years later, only one quarter (27 percent) were. Patricia H. Shiono
and Linda Sandham Quinn, “Epidemiology of Divorce”, Future of Children: Chil-
dren and Divorce 4 (1994): 17.

— Divorce: The annual divorce rate for married women aged 15-44 more than dou-
bled between 1965 and 1980. Shiono and Quinn, “Epidemiology of Divorce”, 17.

— Single-parent families: In the first half of the 20th century most single-parent fam-
ilies were such because of the death of a parent, but that fraction sharply declined
from the 1930s to the 1970s. Leaving orphans aside, the fraction of 16-year-olds
living with two biological parents declined from 85% in the 1960s to 59% in the
1990s. David T. Ellwood and Christopher Jencks, “The Spread of Single-Parent
Families in the United States Since 19607, in The Future of the Family, eds. Daniel
Patrick Moynihan, Timothy M. Smeeding, and Lee Rainwater (New York: Russell
Sage Foundation, 2004), 25-65.
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— Sex and marriage were delinked with the advent of the birth-control
pﬂl_m

— The feminist revolution transformed gender and marital norms.

— Millions of women, in part freed from patriarchal norms, in part driven
by economic necessity, and in part responding to new opportunities,
headed oft to work.

— The end of the long post-war boom began to reduce economic securi-
ty for young working-class men.

— An individualist swing of the cultural pendulum produced more em-
phasis on “self-fulfillment”."

The collapse of the traditional family hit the black community earliest

and hardest, in part because that community was already clustered at the

bottom of the economic hierarchy. That led observers to frame the initial
discussion of the phenomenon in racial terms, as Daniel Patrick Moynihan

did in his controversial 1965 report, “The Negro Family: The Case for

National Action”."? But it would turn out that white families were not im-

mune to the changes, and with the benefit of hindsight it’s clear that from

about 1965 to 1980, both white and black families underwent a massive
transformation.

During this period of seemingly anarchic change, it was possible to
imagine that marriage and family were on their way to extinction. But
the upheaval in family structure in the 1970s produced a different and un-
expected outcome — a bifurcation into two very distinct family patterns.
In the 1950s all social classes had largely followed the Ozzie-and-Harriet
model, but the two family types that appeared after the 1970s were closely

1 George A. Akerlof, Janet L. Yellen and Michael L. Katz, “An Analysis of Out-Of-
Wedlock Births in the United States”, Quarterly Journal of Economics 11 (1996): 277-317.

"' Cherlin, The Marriage-Go-Round; David Popenoe, War Over the Family (New
Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2005); Paul R. Amato, “Institutional, Com-
panionate, and Individualistic Marriages: Change over Time and Implications for
Marital Quality” in Marriage at the Crossroads: Law, Policy, and the Brave New World
of Tiventy-First-Century Families, eds. Marsha Garrison and Elizabeth S. Scott (Cam-
bridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 107-125; Robert N. Bellah, Richard
Madsen, William M. Sullivan, Ann Swidler and Steven M. Tipton, Habits of the Heart:
Individualism and Commitment in American Life (Berkeley, CA: University of California
Press, 1985).

12 U.S. Department of Labor. Office of Policy Planning and Research, The Negro
Family: The Case for National Action, by Daniel P. Moynihan (Washington, DC, 1965).
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correlated with class. The result was a novel, two-tier pattern of family
structure that is still with us today.'

In the college-educated, upper third of United States society, a “neo-tra-
ditional” marriage pattern has emerged. It mirrors the 1950s family in
many respects, except that both partners now typically work outside of the
home, they delay marriage and childbearing until their careers are under-
way, and they divide domestic duties more evenly. The result is something
like Ozzie-and-Harriet — except that Harriet is now a lawyer or a social
worker, Ozzie spends more time with the kids, and on two incomes, they
can afford a few more luxuries. These neo-traditional marriages are more
egalitarian in the gender division of labor, and they have become nearly as
durable as the 1950s model, as divorce rates among this upper third have
retreated from the peaks of the 1970s.!* For the children of these families
the news is good, as we shall see: the way they are being raised leads to
many positive outcomes.'

In the high school-educated, lower two thirds of the population, by
contrast, a new, more kaleidoscopic pattern began to emerge in which
childbearing became increasingly disconnected from marriage, and sexual
partnerships became less durable. In this model, dubbed “fragile families”
by the sociologist Sara McLanahan and her collaborators, a child’s parents
may never have been married or even stably connected to each other."

" Landmark scholarly recognition was McLanahan, “Diverging Destinies: How
Children Are Faring under the Second Demographic Transition”.

" Steven P. Martin, “Growing Evidence for a ‘Divorce Divide’? Education and
Marital Dissolution Rates in the U.S. since the 1970s”, working paper (University of
Maryland-College Park, 2005), accessed May 12, 2014, https://www.russellsage.org/
sites/all/files/u4/Martin_Growing%20Evidence%20for%20a%20Divorce%20Divide.
pdf; Steven P. Martin, “Trends in Marital Dissolution by Women’s Education in the
United States”, Demographic Research 15 (2006): 552; Frank E Furstenberg, “Fifty Years
of Family Change: From Consensus to Complexity”, ANNALS of the American Acade-
my of Political and Social Science 654 (July 2014): 12-30.

5 For a careful summary of these studies, see Sara McLanahan and Christine
Percheski, “Family Structure and the Reproduction of Inequalities”, Annual Review of
Sociology 34 (August 2008): 257-276.

' An entire issue of the journal Future of Children is devoted to the issue of fragile
families: “Fragile Families”, Future of Children 20 (Fall 2010): 3-230. Also see Sara
McLanahan, “Family Instability and Complexity after a Nonmarital Birth: Outcomes
for Children in Fragile Families”, in Social Class and Changing Families in an Unequal
America, eds. Marcia J. Carlson and Paula England (Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press, 2011), 108-133; Sara McLanahan and Irwin Garfinkel, “Fragile Families: Debates,
Facts, and Solutions” in Marriage at the Crossroads: Law, Policy, and the Brave New World
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Even if the parents were married at the time of the child’s birth, that mar-
riage was frail, as divorce rates in this social stratum continued to rise. Be-
cause both parents likely moved on to other partners, with whom they also
had children, even family units with two adults often included step-parents
and step-siblings. More common, of course, were single-parent families,
when one parent jumped or got pushed off the marital merry-go-round."”

A mother’s age at first birth has historically been relatively low in the
United States, compared to other countries, but relatively high compared
to Latin America. Age at first birth rose steadily and substantially in the
United States from about 21 in 1970 to about 25 in 2000, but this aggre-
gate number is misleading, because it hides a sharply growing class dis-
parity. College-educated women in the United States now typically delay
childbearing and marriage until their late twenties or early thirties, about
six years later, on average, than their counterparts a half century ago. High
school-educated mothers, by contrast, typically have their first children in
their late teens or early twenties, slightly earlier than their counterparts in
the 1960s, and ten years earlier than college-educated moms today. See
Figure 1, the first in a series of “scissors charts” that will appear in this
essay, each showing a statistically significant divergence in trends between
upper and lower class parents and children.* Delayed parenting helps kids,
because older parents are generally better equipped to support their kids,
both materially and emotionally, giving a significant boost to children
from better-oft families.

of Tiventy-First-Century Families, eds. Marsha Garrison and Elizabeth S. Scott (Cam-
bridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 142-169; McLanahan and Percheski,
“Family Structure and the Reproduction of Inequalities”, 257-276; Marcia J. Carlson,
Sara S. McLanahan, and Jeanne Brooks-Gunn, “Coparenting and Nonresident Fathers’
Involvement with Young Children After a Nonmarital Birth”, Demography 45 (May
2008): 461-488; and Sara McLanahan, Laura Tach and Daniel Schneider, “The Causal
Eftects of Father Absence”, Annual Review of Sociology 39 (July 2013): 399-427.

17 Cherlin, The Marriage-Go-Round.

'8 Figure 1 is drawn from McLanahan and Jacobsen, “Diverging Destinies Revis-
ited”. “High” education represents mothers in the top quartile of the education dis-
tribution; “low” education category represents mothers in the bottom quartile. Greg
J. Duncan, Ariel Kalil, and Kathleen M. Ziol-Guest (unpub. ms., October 2014) have
recently shown that the class gap in maternal age at any birth has grown even more
rapidly than the class gap in maternal age at first birth, so that Figure 1 understates the
aggregate growth of the class gap in maternal age for all children. Moreover, they find
that this class gap in maternal age at birth now contributes roughly as much to the
overall opportunity gap as the class gap in family structure.
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Trends in mothers’ median age at first birth, 1960-2010

35
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Age | —High education
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Figure 1. Source: IPUMS/ACS data, as reported by McLanahan and Jacobsen, “Diverging Desti-
nies Revisited”.

Unintended births: High school-educated women don’t aspire to have
more children than college-educated women, but research shows that the
former typically start having sex earlier, use contraception and abortion
less often, and have more unintended or semi-intended pregnancies.”
These class-linked differences are widening. According to the sociologist
Kelly Musick and her colleagues, the most plausible explanations for this
class discrepancy include the mothers’ ambivalence about pregnancy, the
erosion of their self-confidence by low education and economic distress,

19 Karen Guzzo and Krista K. Payne, “Intentions and Planning Status of Births:
2000-2010", National Center for Family & Marriage Research, FP-12-24 (Bowling Green
State University, 2012). See also S. Philip Morgan, “Thinking about Demographic
Family Difference: Fertility Differentials in an Unequal Society” in Social Class and
Changing Families in an Unequal America, eds. Marcia J. Carlson and Paula England
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2011), 50-67. Recent data show large and
increasing differences by education and income in unintended fertility: Heather Boon-
stra et al., Abortion in Women’s Lives (New York: Guttmacher Institute, 2006); Laurence
B. Finer and Stanley K. Henshaw, “Disparities in Rates of Unintended Pregnancy in
the United States, 1994 and 20017, Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health 38
(2006): 90-96.
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and perhaps differential access or attitudes to abortion. Access to contra-
ception doesn’t seem to explain the pattern.®

‘Whatever the reasons, children of less-educated parents are increasingly
entering the world as an unplanned surprise (complete or not, pleasant or
not), while children of more educated parents are increasingly entering the
world as a long-planned objective. That difference is very likely to affect
both the financial and the socioemotional resources available for raising
those kids.

Today, non-marital births to college-educated women remain low
(about 7 percent) and have risen only slightly since the 1970s. Among high

Births to unmarried mothers by education (1977-2007)
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Figure 2. Source: National Surveys of Family Growth, Centers for Disease Control.

? Kelly Musick et al., “Education Differences in Intended and Unintended Fer-
tility”, Social Forces 88 (2009): 543-572; Finer and Henshaw, “Disparities in Rates of
Unintended Pregnancy in the United States, 1994 and 2001”, 90-96; Paula England,
Elizabeth Aura McClintock and Emily Fitzgibbons Shafer, “Birth Control Use and
Early, Unintended Births: Evidence for a Class Gradient”, in Social Class and Changing
Families in an Unequal America, eds. Marcia J. Carlson and Paula England (Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press, 2011), 21-49; and Sara McLanahan, “Family Instability and
Complexity after a Nonmarital Birth”, 108-133.
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school-educated women, however, they have risen sharply over the last
thirty years and now make up more than half of all the births (57 percent
in 2007) in this group.” (See Figure 2, another scissors chart).

Divorce: The divorce rate in the United States, having more than dou-
bled in the 1960s and 1970s, peaked around 1980 and then began to ta-
per oft. That broad national pattern, however, concealed another signifi-
cant class divergence, for the divorce rate among college-educated North
Americans fell significantly after 1980, whereas it continued to rise among
their high school-educated counterparts, even as marriage itself was be-
coming less common in that stratum of society.? By 2000 in the United
States the ratio of divorced to married people was nearly twice as great
among high school-educated people (roughly 24 per hundred) as among
college graduates (14 per hundred), and by 2008-2010 the gap had grown
turther (roughly 28 per hundred to 14 per hundred).?

Cohabitation: At all levels of contemporary United States society, as
throughout the West, cohabitation (an unmarried couple living togeth-
er) has become common in recent decades. But unlike Western Europe,
among younger North Americans it rarely amounts to “marriage without
a license”. Although about two thirds of all marriages in the United States
nowadays follow a period of cohabitation, the average cohabitation in the
United States lasts about 14 months and generally does not end in mar-
riage.* Cohabitation patterns also increasingly differ according to class.
The percentage of high school-educated women who had ever cohabited
doubled in the two decades after 1987, from about 35 percent to about
70 percent, while the percentage among college-educated women during
that same period rose only from 31 percent to 47 percent.”

2 More detailed research shows that the racial gap within classes has narrowed,
while the class gap within races has widened.

2 Martin, “Growing Evidence for a ‘Divorce Divide’?”

# Zhenchao Qian, “Divergent Paths of American Families”, in Diversity and Dis-
parities: America Enters a New Century, ed. John Logan (New York: Russell Sage Foun-
dation 2014).

# Cherlin, “Demographic Trends in the United States: A Review of Research in
the 2000s”, 408.

% Wendy D. Manning, “Trends in Cohabitation: Twenty Years of Change, 1972~
2008”, National Center for Family & Marriage Research FP 10-07 (2010), accessed April
18, 2014, http://www.bgsu.edu/content/dam/BGSU/ college-of-arts-and-sciences/
NCFMR /documents/FP/FP-10-07.pdf
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College-educated, cohabiting couples in the United States seldom have
children, but when pregnancy does occur, it tends to derive from a stable
relationship, and a stable marriage is the likely outcome.” Among their
high school-educated counterparts, by contrast, cohabitation is generally
not a way station to permanent partnership. Children are often born to less
educated cohabitating couples, but such cohabitation does not typically
lead to marriage, nor do the partnerships generally last. Low-income men
and women have children while searching for a long-term partner, not af-
ter they have found one. Nowadays, in short, most high school-educated
women cohabit; most college-educated women don’t, and those who do,
rarely have children.

Demographers use the term multi-partner fertility to describe the emer-
gence of the complex, impermanent structure characteristic of less-educat-
ed United States families today — “blended families”, as family counselors
describe them.” In such situations many different adults live in a single
household, sometimes coupling, sometimes not, with impermanent part-
nerships and children from many difterent parental pairings, often with little
or no contact with their biological fathers. Most commonly, children of
multiple men with one wife are all living together. This residential pattern
is pathological, at least from the point of view of children. It is much more
common among less educated families in the US, and it is rapidly growing.

From this complex confusion at least one pattern emerges clearly: Many
kids, especially from less-affluent, less-educated backgrounds, live without
their fathers, and poorly educated men are less likely to be part of the
lives of their children. Figure 3 portrays this aspect of the two-tier system,
showing how many men of fathering age (15-44) have any biological chil-
dren with whom they do not live, and of those non-resident fathers, how
many have essentially no contact with their children. Compared to college
graduates, high school-educated men are four times more likely to father

% Kathryn Edin and Timothy Nelson, Doing the Best I Can: Fathering in the Inner
City (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2013), 40.

# McLanahan, “Family Instability and Complexity after a Nonmarital Birth”; Edin
and Nelson, Doing the Best I Can; Kathryn Edin, Timothy Nelson and Joanna Reed,
“Daddy, Baby; Momma Maybe: Low-Income Urban Fathers and the ‘Package Deal’
of Family Life”, in Social Class and Changing Families in an Unequal America, eds. Marcia
J. Carlson and Paula England (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2011), 85-107;
Karen Benjamin Guzzo, “New Partner, More Kids: Multiple-Partner Fertility in the
United States”, ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 654 (July
2014): 66-86.
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Less educated men spend less time with their non-resident children
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Figure 3. Source: National Survey of Family Growth, 2006-2010, men aged 15-44 (NCFMR FP12-02
and NCFMR FP12-08).

children with whom they do not live, and only half as likely to visit those
children.® In short, less educated men are far more likely to be absent dads.

All these changes in family structure have produced a massive, class-bi-
ased decline in the number of children raised in two-parent families during
the past half century or so. As Sara McLanahan and Christine Percheski
summarize, “In 1960, only 6 percent of children in the United States lived
with a single parent. Today over half of all children are expected to spend
some time in a single-parent family before reaching 18 ... Children with
mothers in the bottom educational quartile are almost twice as likely to
live with a single mother at some point during childhood as children with
a mother in the top quartile”.” Figure 4 summarizes the growth of this

% Laura Tach, Kathryn Edin, Hope Harvey, and Brielle Bryan, “The Fami-
ly-Go-Round: Family Complexity and Father Involvement from a Father’s Perspec-
tive”, ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science July 2014
654: 169-184.

# McLanahan and Percheski, “Family Structure and the Reproduction of Inequal-
ities”, 258-59.
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Children (age 0-7) living in a single parent family,
by parental education (1953-2012)
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Figure 4. Source: IPUMS (Census 1970, 1980, 1990, 2000) and ACS 2001-2012.

remarkable gap, from 13 percent points in 1953 to 57 percentage points in
2012.*The growth in unplanned pregnancies and non-marital births that I

¥ Contrary to much popular commentary in America, these recent trends have
little or nothing to do with an increase in teen pregnancy, which, in fact, has been
steadily and sharply declining among all races for more than twenty years, with very
little effect on rates of non-marital births or child poverty or social mobility. Of all un-
wed births in America nowadays, more than three quarters are to post-teen adults, and
that share is growing. “Children having children” may be a significant problem, but it
is not the central challenge facing the working-class family in America. Finer and Hen-
shaw, “Disparities in Rates of Unintended Pregnancy in the United States, 1994 and
20017; Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, America’s Children:
Key National Indicators of Well-Being, 2013, “Births to Unmarried Women”, accessed
April 23, 2014, http://www.childstats.gov/americaschildren/famsoc2.asp “Trends in
Teen Pregnancy and Childbearing”, Office of Adolescent Health, U.S. Department of
Health & Human Services, November 21, 2014, http://www.hhs.gov/ash/oah/ad-
olescent-health-topics/reproductive-health/teen-pregnancy/trends.html, as consulted
December 1, 2014, citing H Hamilton, B.E., Martin, J.A., Osterman, M.J.K., & Cur-
tin, S.C. (2014). Births: Preliminary Data for 2013. Hyattsville, MD: National Center
for Health Statistics. Retrieved November 14, 2014, from http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/
data/nvsr/nvsr63/nvsr63_02.pdf Pamela J. Smock and Fiona Rose Greenland, “Di-
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have described is concentrated among women aged 25-34, so this trend is
mostly not about teen pregnancy. Of all unwed births in the United States
nowadays, more than three quarters are to post-teen adults, and that share
1s growing.

Most important for our present purposes, then, marital and parental
stability is high and rising for the upper third of United States society, but
low and falling for the lower two thirds. The class gap embodied in the
two-tiered United States family structure is not merely large, but has been
steadily growing for nearly half a century.

Let us now turn to a necessarily more cursory look at family trends in
Latin America.

Historically, both marriage and divorce have been rarer in Latin Amer-
ica than in the US. The most important reason for the low divorce rate,
in fact, 1s the low marriage rate, since by definition, a union that never
existed cannot be dissolved. Moreover, unlike in the US, married couples
in Latin America are likely to be Catholic and thus to be constrained by
the Church’s strictures on divorce. So comparing divorce rates between
the two continents is less meaningful (or at least much more complicated)
sociologically. That said, the low divorce rate is modestly rising in Latin
America. As in the United States, class and ethnic differences in family
structure are likely to be important in Latin America, as illustrated in the
prize-winning Mexican film Roma. Unfortunately, I have found no good
continent-wide data on class differences in marriage and divorce, so I am
unable to pursue this important theme here.

Cohabitation has long been much more common in Latin America, for
many complicated economic and cultural reasons that I am unable to ex-
plore here. Today cohabitation is already 4-5 times more common than in
the United States.”® Moreover, cohabitation is rising very rapidly through-
out Latin America, and marriage (already less common than in the US) is
declining. Furthermore, the class gap in cohabitation in Latin America is
both high and rising, just as in the US.>? As in the US, well-educated wom-

versity in Pathways to Parenthood: Patterns, Implications, and Emerging Research
Directions”, Journal of Marriage and Family 72 (June 2010): 579; Furstenberg, “Fifty
Years of Family Change”.

31 “Marriage Trends in Latin America: A Fact Sheet”, 5.

2 “Women with high levels of education are not only choosing cohabiting unions
over marital unions but they are also postponing union formation and childbearing,
whereas the least-educated women are choosing cohabitation more, but without post-
ponement”. Esteve and Florez-Paredes, 48-49.

The Family as a Relational Good: the Challenge of Love | 99



ROBERT D. PUTNAM

en in Latin America are increasingly treating cohabitation as a precursor to
marriage rather than as an alternative.*

Unmarried single mothers and non-marital births have historically
been much more common in Latin America than elsewhere in the West
(including the United States), because marriage never became a universal
institution in Latin America. As two leading Latin American demogra-
phers emphasize, “a significant majority of men have had a weak sense of
commitment to their children and wives”.** In recent decades, non-marital
births in Latin America have increased yet more. Moreover, the class gap in
the rate of unmarried motherhood has been rising, at least in the countries
for which we have good data.*

In short, even though the frequency of unmarried motherhood is high-
er in Latin America than in the United States, the fundamental trends in
the class disparity of non-marital births are very similar. Among non-col-
lege-educated Latin American women, birth and child-rearing are increas-
ingly taking place outside formal marriage, while this is less true among
their college-educated counterparts. The growing class divergence in the
context within which children are raised is essentially identical in the
United States and Latin America.

The age at which women in Latin America have their first children
has historically been relatively low compared to North America — roughly
speaking, in the mother’s early twenties or even younger.* On average, age
at first birth has been relatively stable over time in Latin America.”” On the
other hand, just as in the United States, that stability is misleading, because
the education gap for age at first birth is very large, and that gap is sharply
growing.® Just as in the United States, poorer, less educated Latin Amer-
ican women still have children at a very young age, while their universi-
ty-educated counterparts (like their counterparts in the US) increasingly
have their children much later in life. Once again, surface differences in
family patterns (in this case, age at first birth) between the United States

» “Marriage Trends in Latin America: A Fact Sheet”, 4.

** Esteve and Florez-Paredes, 60, emphasis added. Of course, this general judgment
does not deny that many Latin American men have been and are devoted husbands and
fathers.

% Mexico, Colombia, and Brazil.

% https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/2016/03/09/pregnancy-around-the-world-
age-of-new-mums_n_9416064.html

7 Esteve and Florez-Paredes, 47.

3 Esteve and Florez-Paredes, 51-52.
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and Latin America turn out to hide a more fundamental similarity — a
widening class divergence that leaves working class kids at a growing disad-
vantage compared to their counterparts from upper-middle class families.

I earlier described the complex family pattern that North American
demographers term “multi-partner fertility”. Latin American demogra-
phers use a somewhat similar concept, “household complexity”, to re-
fer to a household with a high proportion of members, especially young
children, who are not directly related to the head of household. As in the
United States, that phenomenon is growing in Latin America. However,
this measure has a different sociological meaning south of the Rio Grande,
partly because so many more men there are entirely detached from their
families, and partly because other members of the extended family (grand-
mothers, adult daughters, aunts, and cousins) are often included in the
household as a kind of social safety net for family members coping with
homelessness and poverty. To be sure, that latter pattern is not unknown in
the US, but it is qualitatively much more important in Latin America. So
we cannot assume that the social pathology associated with North Ameri-
can “multi-partner fertility” is necessarily characteristic of Latin American
“household complexity”.

To summarize our argument to this point, despite many difterences
within and between the two American continents, the available evidence
clearly suggests the emergence of a two-tier family structure in recent
years, most clearly in the United States but also in Latin America, as up-
per-class families become stronger and more stable, whereas working class
families become weaker and less stable. It is important to acknowledge
that because formal structures are not deterministic, parental love can blos-
som in the most adverse circumstances. Nevertheless, as we shall now see,
this two-tier structure increasingly constrains the opportunities available
to poor kids.

Parenting practices mediate between family structure and what hap-
pens to children, so it’s important for our purposes to examine trends in
parenting. Unfortunately, in the time available to me I've been unable
to discover systematic evidence on how parenting practices have evolved
in Latin American in recent decades, still less on how those trends might
have differed across the social hierarchy. So unfortunately this section of
my essay must rely almost exclusively on evidence from the United States.

In what follows, I will review the best evidence of these national pat-
terns in parenting, and I will explore what difference these patterns make
for children’s prospects. I begin with a close focus on the latest scientific
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research on brain development in young children — research that clari-
fies exactly what aspects of parenting help and hurt most in terms of a
child’s cognitive and socio-emotional development. I then zoom back to a
wide-angle view of class differences in parenting practices nationwide over
the last several decades, and will explore how and why those class differ-
ences have grown, to the relative disadvantage of poor kids.

Recent research has greatly expanded our understanding of how young
children’s early experiences and socioeconomic environment influence
their neurobiological development, and how, in turn, early neurobiologi-
cal development influences their later lives. These effects turn out to be
powerful and long-lasting. “Virtually every aspect of early human devel-
opment”, write the authors of a landmark study by the National Academy
of Sciences, “from the brain’s evolving circuitry to the child’s capacity
tor empathy, is affected by the environments and experiences that are en-
countered in a cumulative fashion, beginning in the prenatal period and
extending throughout the early childhood years”.* The bottom line: early
life experiences get under your skin in a most powerful way.

Healthy infant-brain development requires connecting with caring,
consistent adults. The key mechanism of this give-and-take learning is
termed by specialists in child development “contingent reciprocity” (or

¥ Institute of Medicine, From Neurons to Neighborhoods: The Science of Early Child
Development, ed. Jack P. Shonkoft and Deborah A. Phillips (Washington, D.C.: National
Academies Press, 2000). This section relies heavily on the excellent selection of work-
ing papers and issue briefs compiled at the Center on Developing Child at Harvard
University, http://developingchild.harvard.edu/ I am grateful to the Center’s founding
director, Professor Jack P. Shonkoff, M.D., for guidance and encouragement, though
I remain solely responsible for this summary of the field. Other key citations include
Paul Tough, How Children Succeed: Grit, Curiosity, and the Hidden Power of Character (New
York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2012); Gary W. Evans and Michelle A. Schamberg,
“Childhood poverty, chronic stress, and adult working memory”, The Proceedings of
the National Academy of Sciences 106 (April 21, 2009): 6545-6549; James J. Heckman,
“Skill Formation and the Economics of Investing in Disadvantaged Children”, Science
30 (June 2006): 1900-1902; James J. Heckman, “An Effective Strategy for Promoting
Social Mobility”, Boston Review (September/October 2012); Eric I. Knudsen, James J.
Heckman, Judy L. Cameron and Jack P. Shonkoff, “Economic, Neurobiological, and
Behavioral Perspectives on Building America’s Future Workforce”, The Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences 103 (July 5, 2006): 10155-10162; Jack P. Shonkoff, Andrew
S. Garner, The Committee on Psychosocial Aspects of Child and Family Health, Com-
mittee on Early Childhood, Adoption, and Dependent Care, and Section on Develop-
mental and Behavioral Pediatrics, “The lifelong effects of early childhood adversity and
toxic stress”, Pediatrics 129 (January 1, 2012): e232-246.
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more simply, “serve-and-return” interaction).* This interaction is classi-
cally illustrated when a parent, while reading to a toddler, points at pic-
tures and names them and the child is encouraged to respond. The brain,
in short, develops as a social organ, not an isolated computer.

Intellectual and socio-emotional development are inextricably inter-
twined from an early age. Research has shown that so-called “non-cogni-
tive” skills (grit, social sensitivity, optimism, self-control, conscientiousness,
emotional stability) are very important for life success. They can lead to
greater physical health, school success, college attendance, employment, and
lifetime earnings, and can keep people out of trouble and out of prison.*

So on the positive side of the ledger, the child’s interaction with car-
ing, responsive adults is an essential ingredient in successful development.
On the other side of the ledger, neglect and stress, including what is now
called “toxic stress”, can impede successful development.” Summarizing
the results of many studies, the Nobel Prize-winning economist James
Heckman writes, “Early adverse experiences correlate with poor adult
health, high medical care costs, increased depression and suicide rates, al-
coholism, drug use, poor job performance and social function, disability,
and impaired performance of subsequent generations”.* Kids at any soci-
oeconomic level can encounter such adverse experiences, of course, but
those who grow up in low-income, less-educated families are at consid-
erably greater risk.* The fundamental social significance of the neurobio-

# National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, “Young Children Develop
in an Environment of Relationships”, Center on the Developing Child Working Paper No.
1(2004).

* Tough, How Children Succeed; Walter Mischel, Yuichi Shoda and Monica Larrea
Rodriguez, “Delay of Gratification in Children”, Science 244 (May 26, 1989): 933-938;
Angela L. Duckworth and Martin E.P. Seligman, “Self-discipline Outdoes IQ in Pre-
dicting Academic Performance of Adolescents”, Psychological Science 16 (December 2005):
939-944; James J. Heckman, Jora Stixrud and Sergio Urzua, “The Effects of Cognitive
and Noncognitive Abilities on Labor Market Outcomes and Social Behavior”, Journal of
Labor Economics 24 (July 2006): 411-482; Flavio Cunha and James Heckman, “The Tech-
nology of Skill Formation”, American Economic Review 97 (May 2007): 31-47.

2 Center on the Developing Child, “Science of Neglect”, InBrief Series, Harvard
University, 1, accessed May 7, 2014, http://developingchild.harvard.edu/index.php/
download_file/-/view/1340/

# Heckman, “An Effective Strategy for Promoting Social Mobility”.

* Poor kids (<200% FPL): 4% parent death; 11% parent imprisoned; 10% saw pa-
rental physical abuse; 12% saw neighborhood violence; 10% mentally ill family mem-
ber; 13% alcohol/drug problem family member. Not-poor kids (>400% FPL): 2%; 2%;
3%; 4%; 6%; 6%. Data from “National Survey of Children’s Health”, Data Resource
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logical discoveries that I've just summarized is that healthy brain develop-
ment in American children turns out to be closely correlated with parental
education, income, and social class.® Class-based difterences in parenting
style are well established and powerfully consequential. The ubiquitous
correlation between poverty and child development (both cognitive and
socioemotional) is, in fact, largely explained by differences in parenting
styles, including cognitive stimulation (such as frequency of reading) and
social engagement (such as involvement in extracurricular activities).*

But what about trends in parenting over time? Reliable indicators are
hard to find, because persuasive measurement requires repeated, identi-
cal surveys over many years. But there is one exception: family dinners.
Whether or not a family breaks bread together at the end of the day may
seem a trivial issue of pop sociology, but in fact, trends in family dining
turn out to tell a revealing story. Jane Waldfogel has shown that (even after
controlling for many other factors) family dining is a powerful predictor of
how children will fare as they develop.”

From the mid-1970s to the early 1990s, as Figure 5 shows, family din-
ners became rarer in all social echelons, as families struggled to manage
the new scheduling complexities of having two working parents. In the
mid-1990s that steady waning of opportunities for family conversation was
suddenly halted among college-educated parents, but it continued unin-
terrupted among high school-educated families.* The result is another of

Center for Child and Adolescent Health, Child and Adolescent Health Measurement
Initiative (2011/12).

# Gary W. Evans, “The Environment of Childhood Poverty”, American Psychologist
59 (February-March 2004): 77-92 and works cited there; Jamie L. Hanson et al., “Fami-
ly Poverty Affects the Rate of Human Infant Brain Growth”, PLOS ONE 8 (December
2013) report that directly increasing the income of poor parents has measurable positive
effects on children’s cognitive performance and social behavior, strongly suggesting that
the link between social class and child development is causal, not spurious.

# Jane Waldfogel and Elizabeth Washbrook, “Income-Related Gaps in School
Readiness in the United States and the United Kingdom” in Persistence, Privilege, and
Parenting: The Comparative Study of Intergenerational Mobility, eds. Timothy M. Smeeding,
Robert Erikson and Markus Jantti (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2011). Extra-
curricular involvement is discussed in Chapter 4.

¥ Jane Waldfogel, What Children Need (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
2000), 161

* This chart is based on the annual DDB Needham Life Style surveys described
in Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 2000), 420-424. The question was simply agree or
disagree: “Our whole family usually eats dinner together”. Questions on family din-
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Trends in family dinners, by parental education, 1978-2005
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Figure 5. Source: DDB Needham Life Style surveys.

the scissors charts that appear throughout this essay — a growing gap in
childhood experience between kids from well-educated, affluent back-
grounds and kids from less-educated, impoverished backgrounds. Family
dining is no panacea for child development, but it is one indicator of the
subtle, but powerful investments that parents make in their kids (or fail to
make). And it’s worth pairing investments of time with that other powerful
form of investment — investments of money.

Parents from all social backgrounds nowadays invest both more money
and more time in raising their kids than was true a generation ago. How-
ever, college-educated parents have increased their investments of both
money and time much more rapidly than less affluent parents — and not
just at the dinner table. Because affluent, educated families have not only
more money but also more time (because they typically split childcare

ners have occasionally been asked in other surveys, such as the 2003 and 2007 National
Surveys of Children’s Health, but only in a few years and only since 2000, so they are
much less useful in detecting long-term trends. Figure 5 is limited to parents with chil-
dren under 18 at home and weighted to account for differences in single-parent and
two-parent families.
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Trends in spending on children per child,
by household income, in constant (2008) dollars, 1972-2007
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Figure 6. Source: Sabino Kornrich and Frank Furstenberg, “Investing in Children: Changes in
Parental Spending on Children, 1972-2007”, Demography 50 (2013): 1-23.

between two parents), they have been able to increase their investments
much faster than poor parents (usually single moms). As a result, the class
gap in investments in kids has become wider and wider.

On average, parents from all socioeconomic strata have increased their
spending on childcare and education over the past five decades. But that
spending, always somewhat unequal, has become steadily even more une-
qual over the decades. (See Figure 6.) The increasing gap is concentrated in
spending on private education and childcare, but a class gap in spending is
also visible for music lessons, summer camp, travel, school supplies, books,
computers, extracurricular activities, recreation, and leisure.” These dif-

* Sabino Kornrich and Frank Furstenberg, “Investing in Children: Changes in
Parental Spending on Children, 1972-2007", Demography 50 (February 2013): 1-23;
Neeraj Kaushal, Katherine Magnuson and Jane Waldfogel, “How is Family Income
Related to Investments in Children’s Learning?” in Whither Opportunity? Rising Ine-
quality, Schools and Children’s Life Chances, eds. Greg J. Duncan and Richard J. Murnane
(New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2011), 187-206.
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terences in parental investment, in turn, are strong predictors of children’s
cognitive development.®

Parents at all educational and income levels are spending more time with
their kids nowadays than their counterparts did a halt-century ago. How-
ever, as we saw above with money, the increase is much greater among col-
lege-educated parents than among high school-educated parents. Figure 7
(like Figure 6, yet another scissors chart) shows trends in the time that par-
ents from different educational backgrounds have spent on developmental
care for infants aged 0-4.5' By 2013, however, the average infant or toddler

%0 Rand D. Conger, Katherine J. Conger and Monica J. Martin, “Socioeconomic
Status, Family Processes, and Individual Development”, Journal of Marriage and Family
72 (June 2010): 685-704, esp. 695.

>! Evrim Altintas, “Inequality in Mothers’ Time Investments in Children in the U.S.
(1965-2013)”, (Nuftield College, 2014) is the source of Figure 7. Unlike prior work
on this topic, the data in Figure 7 have been adjusted to account for the very low time
investment in childcare by non-residential fathers; since a large and growing fraction of
kids in lower-education households are being raised by single mothers, this adjustment
has a substantial effect on the size and growth of the class gap. For earlier work on this
topic, see Garey Ramey and Valerie A. Ramey, “The Rug Rat Race”, Brookings Papers
on Economic Activity Spring (Economic Studies Program, The Brookings Institution,
2010): 129-99; Meredith Phillips, “Parenting, Time Use, and Disparities in Academic
Outcomes”, in Whither Opportunity? Rising Inequality, Schools and Children’s Life Chances,
eds. Greg J. Duncan and Richard J. Murnane (New York: Russell Sage Foundation,
2011), 207-228; and Ariel Kalil, Rebecca Ryan and Michael Corey, “Diverging Des-
tinies: Maternal Education and the Developmental Gradient in Time with Children”,
Demography 49 (November 2012): 1361-1383. The latter show that the education gap is
largest in childcare activities that are specifically important for child’s development at a
particular age (play and basic care between age 0-2, teaching/talking/reading between
age 3-5 and management/organizational activities between age 6-13). “Specifically, we
found (as have others before us) an ‘education gradient’ in mothers’ use of time: in al-
most all cases, highly educated mothers spend more time than less-educated mothers in
the broad categories of child time investments that promote development. However, we
also identified a ‘developmental gradient’, such that highly educated mothers shift the
composition of their time in ways that specifically promote children’s development at
different developmental stages. Specifically, the education gradient in basic care and play is
greatest when youngest children are infants and toddlers (0 to 2), which is precisely when
children most require parents’ time on such basic activities as bathing and feeding and also
precisely the age when parent—child play is at its most developmentally appropriate. The
education gradient for teaching is greatest when youngest children are preschool aged (3
to 5), which is precisely when time spent in learning activities (such as reading and prob-
lem solving) best prepare children for school entry. Conversely, the education gradient in
management is greatest when youngest children are between the ages of 6 and 13 — pre-
cisely the ages when parental management is a key, developmentally appropriate input”.

The Family as a Relational Good: the Challenge of Love | 107



ROBERT D. PUTNAM

Time spent by both parents in developmental childcare,
children aged 0-4, 1965-2013
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Figure 7. Source: Evrim Altintas, “Inequality in Mothers’ Time Investments in Children in the U.S.
(1965-2013)”, (unpublished manuscript, Nuffield College, 2014).

of college-educated parents was getting half again as much quality time
every day as the average infant or toddler of high school-educated parents.

What are kids from less-educated homes doing when they are not get-
ting personal attention from their parents? The answer, overwhelmingly, is
TV and the internet. In short, rich kids get more face time, while poor
kids get more screen time. So kids from affluent, educated homes get the
best of both worlds — more monetary investment (because their parents
can afford it) and more time investment (because their two parents are able
to make it a priority) — whereas kids from lower class homes get the worst
of both worlds.

The everyday hassles of parenting are stressful: cleaning up after the kids,
managing multiple schedules, whining, lack of privacy, and lack of time
for self and partner. Everyday stress levels vary across families, of course,
but a vast body of research links parental stress with less sensitive, less re-
sponsive parenting, and thus with bad outcomes for kids. Stressed parents
are both harsher and less attentive parents.>> As Laura Bush once observed

32 Crnic and Low, “Everyday Stresses and Parenting”, 243-268; Deater-Deckard,
Parenting Stress, and sources cited there.
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in a 2007 White House discussion of the growing class gaps among Amer-
ican kids, “If you don’t know how long you’re going to keep your job, or
how long you’re going to keep your house, you have less energy to invest
in the kids”.» The widening economic cleavage in America exacerbates
the parenting gap both directly and indirectly (via the effects on family
structure we discussed earlier in this essay). The disadvantages facing poor
kids begin early and run deep, and are firmly established before the kids
get to school.

This growing class gap is only enhanced by what happens to kids once
they enter school, because whom you go to school with matters a lot. Regard-
less of their own family background, kids do better in schools where the
other kids come from affluent, educated homes. This pattern appears to
be nearly universal across the developed world.>* “The social composition
of the student body is more highly related to achievement, independent
of the student’s own social background, than is any other school factor”,
wrote sociologist James Coleman. In fact, Coleman coined the term “so-
cial capital” to describe this effect of school-based social networks on stu-
dent achievement.®

53 This observation was made during a private meeting between the author, Presi-
dent and Mrs. Bush, and the President’s senior advisors in March 2007.

3 Jaap Dronkers and Rolf van der Velden, “Positive but also Negative Effects of
Ethnic Diversity in Schools on Educational Performance? An Empirical Test Using
PISA data”, in Integration and Inequality in Educational Institutions, ed. Michael Windzio
(Dordrecht: Springer, 2013): 71-98 and the works cited there.

5 Useful entryways to the massive literature on this topic include James S. Cole-
man et al., Equality of Educational Opportunity (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of
Health, Education & Welfare, Office of Education, OE-38001 and supplement, 1966),
325; Gary Orfield and Susan E. Eaton, Dismantling Desegregation (New York: The New
Press, 1996); Claude S. Fischer et al., Inequality by Design: Cracking the Bell Curve Myth
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996); Richard D. Kahlenberg, “Eco-
nomic School Integration”, in The End of Desegregation, eds. Stephen J. Caldas and
Carl L. Bankston III (Hauppauge, NY: Nova Science, 2003), esp. 153-155; Russell
W. Rumberger and Gregory J. Palardy, “Does Segregation Still Matter? The Impact of
Student Composition on Academic Achievement in High School”, The Teachers College
Record 107 (September 2005): 1999-2045; John R. Logan, Elisabeta Minca and Sinem
Adar, “The Geography of Inequality: Why Separate Means Unequal in American Pub-
lic Schools”, Sociology of Education 85 (July 2012): 287-301; and for a comprehensive
recent overview, Gregory J. Palardy, “High School Socioeconomic Segregation and
Student Attainment”, American Educational Research Journal 50 (August 2013): 714-754.
Reyn van Ewijk and Peter Sleegers, “The Effect of Peer Socioeconomic Status on
Student Achievement: A Meta-Analysis”, Educational Research Review 5 (June 2010):
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What kids from affluent homes and neighborhoods bring to school
encourages higher achievement among all students at those schools. But
the opposite is also true: the disorder and violence that kids from im-
poverished homes and neighborhoods bring to their schools discourages
achievement for all students at those schools. The American public school
today is a kind of echo chamber in which the advantages or disadvantages
that children bring with them to school have eftects on other kids.

A second fundamental fact in the United States is that rich and poor
parents (and children) are increasingly living in separate neighborhoods,
and there is some reason to believe that the same is true in Latin America
and Europe.* This residential sorting by income over the last 30-40 years
has shunted high-income and low-income students into separate schools.
The growing class segregation of our neighborhoods and thus of our
schools means that middle-class kids hear mostly encouraging and bene-
ficial echoes at school, whereas lower-class kids hear mostly discouraging
and harmful echoes.

Since the growth of neighborhood segregation appears to be nearly
universal in today’s world, and since the “spillover” effects of that segrega-
tion also seem to be universal, there is reason to believe that these factors
combined are fostering greater inequality of opportunity in both the Unit-
ed States and Latin America.

In turn, at least in the United States, the combination of growing resi-
dential segregation and the growing effects of that segregation on school-
based social networks means that the class gap in college completion,

134-150 found that the effect of the socioeconomic composition of a child’s classroom
on his or her test scores is twice as large as the effect of the socioeconomic composition
of his or her school. This entire line of research was stimulated in the 1960s by concerns
about the effects of racial segregation, and in that era class segregation heavily over-
lapped with racial segregation. During the past half century, however, class segregation
has grown, while racial segregation has diminished, and it is now possible to compare
the adverse effects of racial and class segregation. While racial segregation continues
to be a major national problem, virtually all relevant studies have concluded that class
segregation is at least as pernicious in its effects on student achievement. See Richard
D. Kahlenberg, “Socioeconomic School Integration”, North Carolina Law Review 85
(June 2007): 1545-1594.

% Sean E Reardon and Kendra Bischoff, “Growth in the Residential Segregation
of Families by Income, 1970-2009”, Technical report for US2010 Project (Russell Sage
Foundation and American Communities Project of Brown University, 2011); https://
urban.jrc.ec.europa.eu/thefutureofcities/social-segregation#the-chapter; https://
www.lincolninst.edu/publications/articles/urban-spatial-segregation
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Growing gap in gaining a college degree,
by family income, 1970-2011
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Figure 8. Source: “Family Income and Unequal Educational Opportunity”, Postsecondary Educa-
tion Opportunity 245 (November 2012).

which was already substantial 30-40 years ago, has steadily expanded. This
matters hugely, because completing college is increasingly important for
socioeconomic success, physical and mental health, longevity, life satisfac-
tion, and more. Figure 8 estimates the big picture over the past 40 years.”
On the measure of post-secondary education that matters most — graduat-

>7 Estimates in this chart are drawn from “Family Income and Unequal Education-
al Opportunity, 1970 to 20117, Postsecondary Education Opportunity 245 (November
2012). The basic trends shown in Figure 8 are broadly consistent with the results in
Bailey and Dynarski, “Gains and Gaps: Changing Inequality in U.S. College Entry and
Completion”, which are methodologically more reliable, but limited to two points in
time (roughly 1982 and 2003). The estimates in Figure 8 probably overstate the level
of college graduation among the kids from the richest quartile by about 10 percentage
points, I use this chart because it gives a more continuous picture of the trends over
time. (The chart also shows the equivalent Bailey/Dynarski data points as “open” dots).
See also Patrick Wightman and Sheldon Danziger, “Poverty, Intergenerational Mobil-
ity, and Young Adult Educational Attainment”, in Investing in Children: Work, Education,
and Social Policy in Tivo Rich Countries, eds. Ariel Kalil, Ron Haskins and Jenny Chesters
(Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2012), 208-236.
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ing from college — kids from affluent backgrounds are pulling further and
further ahead, yet one more of the dispiriting scissors charts in this essay.

We North Americans like to think of ourselves as “rugged individu-
alists” — in the image of the lone cowboy riding toward the setting sun,
opening the frontier. But at least as accurate a symbol of the U.S. national
story is the wagon train, with its mutual aid among a community of pio-
neers. Throughout our history, a pendulum has slowly swung between the
poles of individualism and community, both in our public philosophy and
in our daily lives.®® In the past half century we have witnessed, for better
or worse, a giant swing toward the individualist (or libertarian) pole in our
culture, society, and politics. At the same time, researchers have steadily
piled up evidence of how important social context, social institutions, and
social networks — in short, our communities — remain for our well-being
and our kids’ opportunities.

Community networks have powerful effects on health, happiness, ed-
ucational success, economic success, public safety, and (especially) child
welfare.” However, like financial capital and human capital, social capital
is distributed unevenly, and differences in social connections contribute to
the youth opportunity gap. Many studies have shown that better-educat-
ed Americans have wider and deeper social networks, both within their
closest circle of family and friends and in the wider society.”” By contrast,
less-educated Americans have sparser social networks, concentrated within

> For recent accounts of these pendulum swings, see Robert D. Putnam, Bowling
Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community (New York: Simon & Schuster,
2000); E.J. Dionne, Jr., Our Divided Political Heart: The Battle for the American Idea in an
Age of Discontent (New York: Bloomsbury USA, 2012); and Robert D. Putnam, with
Shaylyn Romney Garrett, The Upswing: How America Came Together a Century Ago and
How We Can Do It Again (Simon & Schuster, 2021).

* For an introductory overview of this massive literature, see Putnam, Bowling
Alone, 287-363.

% Peter V. Marsden, “Core Discussion Networks of Americans”, American Sociolog-
ical Review 52 (February 1987): 122-131; Claude S. Fischer, To Dwell among Friends:
Personal Networks in Town and City (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982); Karen
E. Campbell, Peter V. Marsden and Jeanne S. Hurlbert, “Social Resources and Soci-
oeconomic Status”, Social Networks 8 (March 1986): 97-117; Marjolein I. Broese Van
Groenou and Theo Van Tilburg, “Network Size and Support in Old Age: Difterentials
by Socio-Economic Status in Childhood and Adulthood”, Ageing and Society 23 (Sep-
tember 2003): 625-645; Ivaylo D. Petev, “The Association of Social Class and Life-
styles: Persistence in American Sociability, 1974 to 20107, American Sociological Review
78 (August 2013): 633, 651.
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Growing gap in gaining a college degree,
by family income, 1970-2011
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Figure 9. Source: Social Capital Community Benchmark Survey, 2000.

their own family. Figure 9 shows that both race and class matter for the
density of “close” friendship — the sort of “strong ties” that can provide
socio-emotional and (in a pinch) material support.® Contrary to roman-
ticized images of close-knit communal life among the poor, lower-class
Americans today, especially if they are non-white, tend to be socially iso-
lated, even from their own neighbors.

Perhaps more important, more educated Americans also have many
more “weak ties”, that is, connections to wider, more diverse networks.
The reach and diversity of these social ties is especially valuable for social
mobility and educational and economic advancement, because such ties

" The specific question in the Benchmark survey was “About how many close
friends do you have these days? These are people you feel at ease with, can talk to about
private matters, or call on for help”. This national survey included 30,000 respondents
in 2000; for more details and access to the raw data, see http://www.hks.harvard.edu/
saguaro/communitysurvey/ and http://www.ropercenter.uconn.edu/data_access/da-
ta/datasets/social_capital _community_survey.html See also Campbell, Marsden and
Hurlbert, “Social Resources and Socioeconomic Status”, 97-117.
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More educated parents have broader social networks
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Figure 10. Source: Pew Research Center, November 2010 survey.

allow educated, affluent parents and their children to tap a wealth of ex-
pertise and support that is simply inaccessible to parents and children who
are less well-off.

As Figure 10 shows, college-educated parents are more likely to know
all sorts of people. This weak-tie advantage is especially great when it
comes to occupations that are most valuable for their kids’ advancement —
professors, teachers, lawyers, medical personnel, business leaders — but it is
visible even among more traditional working class connections, like police
officers and neighbors. In short, the social networks of more affluent, edu-
cated families amplify their other assets in helping to assure that their kids
have a richer set of opportunities.

Have these class differences in social networks changed in recent years?
One recent study has shown a steady decline in such networks over the last
50 years, while another concludes that “Americans’ disengagement and
their retreat to the relative social isolation of the homebody and commu-
nal patterns constitute a trend that, even if common to individuals of all
classes, affects members of the lower classes disproportionately, ultimately
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reinforcing differences between social classes”.®> While hard evidence is
still too limited for a final verdict, there is reason to believe that class dif-
ferences in social ties — especially weak ties that are important for upward
mobility — are not only great, but may be growing.

But what about the internet? Does it help to close the networking
gap between rich kids and poor kids, or does it widen that gap? Research
shows that compared to their poorer counterparts, young people from
upper-class backgrounds (and their parents) are more likely to use the in-
ternet for jobs, education, political and social engagement, health, and
news-gathering, and less for entertainment or recreation.® Even though
lower-class kids by now have virtually equal physical access to the internet,
they lack the digital savvy to exploit that access in ways that enhance their
opportunities. The internet seems more likely to widen the opportunity
gap than to close 1t.*

Adults outside the family often play a critical role in helping a child
develop his or her full potential via natural mentoring relationships that
spring up with teachers, pastors, coaches, family friends, and so forth.
Measurably, mentoring matters.® And here, too, there are substantial class

62

Putnam and Garrett, The Upswing, chap. 4; Petev, “The Association of Social
Class and Lifestyles”, 633, 651.

 Eszter Hargittai and Amanda Hinnant, ”Digital Inequality: Differences in Young
Adults” Use of the Internet”, Communication Research 35 (October 2008): 602-621;
Fred Rothbaum, Nancy Martland, Joanne Beswick Jannsen, “Parents’ Reliance on the
Web to Find Information about Children and Families: Socio-Economic Differences
in Use, Skills and Satistaction”, Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology 29 (March-
April 2008): 118-128; Eszter Hargittai and Yuli Patrick Hsieh, “Digital Inequality”, in
The Oxford Handbook of Internet Studies, ed. William H. Dutton (Oxford, UK: Oxford
University Press, 2013), 129-150.

% Eszter Hargittai, ““The Digital Reproduction of Inequality”, in Social Stratification,
ed. David Grusky (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, forthcoming), 936-944.

> Evidence of the effects of mentoring can be found in Jean Baldwin Grossman and
Joseph P. Tierney, “Does Mentoring Work?: An Impact Study of the Big Brothers Big
Sisters Program”, Evaluation Review 22 (June 1998): 403-426; David L. DuBois , Bruce
E. Holloway, Jeffrey C. Valentine and Harris Cooper, “Effectiveness of Mentoring Pro-
grams for Youth: A Meta-Analytic Review”, American Journal of Community Psychology
30 (April 2002): 157-197; David L. DuBois et al., “How Effective Are Mentoring Pro-
grams for Youth? A Systematic Assessment of the Evidence”, Psychological Science in the
Public Interest 12 (August 2011): 57-91; Lance D. Erickson, Steve McDonald and Glen
H. Elder, Jr., “Informal Mentors and Education: Complementary or Compensatory
Resources?” Sociology of Education 82 (October 2009): 344-367. David L. DuBois and
Naida Silverthorn, “Characteristics of Natural Mentoring Relationships and Adoles-
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Affluent kids have a wider range of informal mentors
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Figure 11. Source: The Mentoring Effect survey, 2013.

differences. Figure 11 summarizes the pattern, showing that kids from
affluent, educated homes benefit from a much wider and deeper pool of
mentors. Kids from affluent families are two to three times more likely to
have mentors from virtually all categories outside the family — teachers,
family friends, religious and youth leaders, coaches. Poor kids, by contrast,
are less likely to have any mentoring support at all, and if they do, it is
mostly limited to their extended family, and thus not so likely to reach
beyond the family’s own resources. Nearly two thirds of affluent kids (64
percent) have some mentoring beyond their extended family, while near-
ly two thirds of poor kids (62 percent) do not. This stunning disparity

cent Adjustment: Evidence from a National Study”, Journal of Primary Prevention 26
(2005): 69-92 report that informal mentoring led to improvements in a broad array
of positive and negative adolescent behavior: completion of high school, college at-
tendance, working 10+ hours a week, binge drinking, using drugs, smoking, gang
memberships, fighting, risk-taking, self-esteem, life satisfaction, depression, suicidal
thoughts, general health, general physical activity, having an STD, using birth control,
and using condoms.
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in turn widens the opportunity gap, because kids from more privileged
backgrounds are generally savvier about how to climb the ladder of op-
portunity.

As we observed earlier, residential segregation by social class across
America has been growing for decades, so fewer aftfluent kids live in poor
neighborhoods, and fewer poor kids live in rich neighborhoods. Growing
up in a poor family and going to school with poor kids both constrain
opportunity, as we have seen. Here the question is whether growing up in
a poor neighborhood imposes any additional, synergistic handicaps, and
the answer is yes.

North America’s leading expert on neighborhoods, Robert J. Samp-
son, has shown that United States neighborhoods are deeply unequal and
that that inequality has powerful effects on their residents. Pervasive neigh-
borhood inequality, he writes, has consequences “across a wide range of
how Americans experience life ... crime, poverty, child health, public pro-
test, the density of elite networks, civic engagement, teen births, altruism,
perceived disorder, collective efficacy, [and] immigration”. He concludes,
“What is truly American is not so much individual [inequality| but neighborhood
inequality” .

% Robert J. Sampson, Great American City: Chicago and the Enduring Neighborhood Ef-
fect (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012), 356, empbhasis in original. The study
of neighborhood effects has been tormented by complicated methodological concerns,
especially what is termed “selection bias”. Since people generally choose where to live,
if people in a given neighborhood have distinctive characteristics, it is possible that
they brought those traits with them to the neighborhood, rather than those traits being
“caused” by the neighborhood context. The best contemporary studies, however, have
been attuned to that risk, and our discussion here is based on findings that seem robust
in the face of that methodological issue. In fact, cross-sectional studies may actually
underestimate true neighborhood effects, by ignoring the impact of long-term effects.
On these methodological issues, see Sampson, Great American City, especially chapters
12 and 15; Robert J. Sampson and Patrick Sharkey, “Neighborhood Selection and the
Social Reproduction of Concentrated Racial Inequality”, Demography 45 (February
2008): 1-29; and Tama Leventhal, Véronique Dupéré and Elizabeth Shuey, “Children
in Neighborhoods”, in Handbook of Child Psychology and Developmental Science, 7th edi-
tion, volume 4, eds. Richard M. Lerner, Marc H. Bornstein and Tama Leventhal (Ho-
boken, NJ: Wiley, forthcoming 2015). At the center of these debates is the so-called
“Moving to Opportunity” experiment of the 1990s that followed a randomly selected
group of poor families who were enabled to move to low poverty neighborhoods and
then carefully compared to a control group of similar families who did not so move.
For an overview of the complex and mixed results, see Jens Ludwig et al., “Neigh-
borhood Effects on the Long-Term Well-Being of Low-Income Adults”, Science 337
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Residents of affluent neighborhoods trust their neighbors more than
residents of impoverished neighborhoods do
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Figure 12. Source: Social Capital Community Benchmark Survey, 2000.

Affluent neighborhoods boost academic outcomes in part because
youth-serving institutions, like quality childcare, libraries, parks, athletic
leagues, and youth organizations, are more common there than in poor
neighborhoods. Conversely, careful studies have documented that poor
neighborhoods foster behavioral problems, poor mental and physical
health, delinquency, crime, violence, and risky sexual behavior.” Most
neighborhood studies have focused on cities, but recent research has shown
depressingly similar eftects in rural areas.®

One consequence of these neighborhood differences is that trust in
neighbors is higher in richer, more educated neighborhoods, and that

(2012): 1505-1510, and Lisa Sanbonmatsu et al., Moving to Opportunity for Fair Housing
Demonstration Program — Final Impacts Evaluation (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development, 2011).

7 A recent, comprehensive overview of neighborhood effects on children is Leven-
thal, Dupéré and Shuey, “Children in Neighborhoods”.

% Cynthia M. Duncan, Worlds Apart: Poverty and Politics in Rural America, 2nd ed.
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2014).
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trust in turn helps all the young people in the neighborhood, regardless
of their family resources. The close association of neighborhood trust and
neighborhood poverty is illustrated in Figure 12.% Regardless of your own
characteristics, if you live in an affluent neighborhood, you are much more
likely to know and trust your neighbors. As we have seen, more poor kids
are living in poor neighborhoods, while more rich kids are living in rich
neighborhoods, so the benefits of collective efficacy and trust are increas-
ingly concentrated on rich kids. It does indeed take a village to raise a
child, but poor kids in the United States (and many other countries) are
increasingly concentrated in derelict villages.

Around the world, social trust is almost always higher among haves
than have-nots, and that pattern has long held true for American youth.”
Trust has fallen among youth of all social backgrounds during the past half
century.” However, as Figure 13 shows, during the past several decades
the long-standing class gap in social trust among American adolescents has
significantly widened, producing yet another scissors chart. By the 21st
century barely one out of every seven poor kids say that “most people can
be trusted”. This deep personal isolation is one of the most troubling con-
sequences of the broader societal changes that I have explored in this essay.

Participants in this conference may be forgiven for wondering why
religion has played such a small role up to now in my analysis of family,

% Figure 12 depicts the simple correlation between trust and poverty, but the cor-
relation remains robust and substantial with controls for personal finances, education,
citizenship, ethnicity, crime rates, income inequality, ethnic diversity, language, com-
muting time, residential mobility, homeownership, gender, region, and age. See Rob-
ert D. Putnam, “E Pluribus Unum: Diversity and Community in the 21st Century:
The 2006 Johan Skytte Prize Lecture”, Scandinavian Political Studies 30 (June 2007):
137-174, especially Table 3. The same pattern also applies to how often neighbors speak
with one another.

" See Putnam, Bowling Alone, 138; and Orlando Patterson, “Liberty Against the
Democratic State: On the Historical and Contemporary Sources of American Dis-
trust”, in Democracy and Trust, ed. Mark E. Warren (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1999), 187-191.

"t Putnam, Bowling Alone; Wendy M. Rahn and John E. Transue, “Social Trust and
Value Change: The Decline of Social Capital in American Youth, 1976-1995”, Political
Psychology 19 (September 1998): 545-565; April K. Clark, Michael Clark and Daniel
Monzin, “Explaining Changing Trust Trends in America”, International Research Jour-
nal of Social Sciences 2 (January 2013): 7-13; Jean M. Twenge, W. Keith Campbell, and
Nathan T. Carter, “Declines in Trust in Others and Confidence in Institutions Among
American Adults and Late Adolescents, 1972-2012”, Psychological Science (October
2014) vol. 25 no. 10 1914-1923.
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Social trust, by parents’ education, 12t graders, 1976-2011
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Figure 13. Source: Monitoring the Future annual surveys.

parenting, and community. In fact, I end my essay now with a discussion
of religion precisely because religious institutions are central and indeed arche-
typical as a backdrop to the long trend toward a two-tier opportunity structure.

I begin with the fact that religious institutions are central to youth
wellbeing.”? Religious communities in the United States are important
service-providers for young people and the poor. Weekly churchgoers are
two to three times more likely to volunteer to help the poor and young
people than are non-churchgoers, and are much more likely to contribute
financially to those causes. This religious edge applies both to volunteering
and giving through religious organizations, and (more surprising) to vol-
unteering and giving through secular organizations. The crucial ingredient
seems not to be theology but rather involvement in a religious congrega-

2 For present purposes I do not distinguish among different denominations since
the generalizations at the center of my argument apply more or less equally to Catho-
lics, Protestants, Jews, and other faith traditions, as we showed in Robert D. Putnam
and David E. Campbell, American Grace: How Religion Divides and Unites Us (New York:
Simon & Schuster, 2010).
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tion. As I wrote in an earlier book, loosely speaking, religious people seem
to be nicer than non-religious people, other things being equal.”

In addition to good works, religious involvement by youth themselves
is associated with a wide range of positive outcomes, both academic and
non-academic.” Compared to their unchurched peers, youth who are in-
volved in a religious organization take tougher courses, get higher grades
and test scores, and are less likely to drop out of high school. A child whose
parents attend church regularly is 40 to 50 percent more likely to go on to
college than a matched child of non-attenders.

Churchgoing kids have better relations with their parents and other
adults, have more friendships with their peers, are more involved in extra-
curricular activities, and are less prone to substance abuse (drugs, alcohol,
and smoking), risky behavior (like not wearing seat belts), and delinquen-
cy (shoplifting, misbehaving in school, and being suspended or expelled).

7> Putnam and Campbell, American Grace (2010), especially Chapter 13. Statistics
in this paragraph come from the 2006 Faith Matters national survey, described in that
book. All these correlations persist when controlling for self-selection, as well as other
demographic factors.

 John M. Wallace and Tyrone A. Forman, “Religion’s Role in Promoting Health
and Reducing Risk among American Youth”, Health Education and Behavior 25 (De-
cember 1998): 721-741; Mark D. Regnerus and Glen H. Elder, Jr., “Staying on Track
in School: Religious Influences in High and Low-Risk Settings” (paper presented at
the annual meeting of the American Sociological Association, Anaheim, CA, August
2001); Chandra Muller and Christopher G. Ellison, “Religious Involvement, Social
Capital, and Adolescents’ Academic Progress: Evidence from the National Education
Longitudinal Study of 19887, Sociological Focus 34 (May 2001): 155-183; Christian
Smith and Robert Faris, “Religion and American Adolescent Delinquency, Risk Be-
haviors, and Constructive Social Activities”, research report of the National Study of
Youth and Religion (Chapel Hill, NC, 2002), accessed August 21, 2014, http://eric.
ed.gov/?1d=ED473128; Jonathan K. Zaff, Kristin A. Moore, Angela Romano Papillo
and Stephanie Williams, “Implications of Extracurricular Activity Participation dur-
ing Adolescence on Positive Outcomes”, Journal of Adolescent Research 18 (November
2003): 614; Jennifer L. Glanville, David Sikkink and Edwin I. Hernandez, “Religious
Involvement and Educational Outcomes: The Role of Social Capital and Extracur-
ricular Participation” Sociological Quarterly 49 (Winter 2008): 105-137. These studies
control for many other factors that might make the correlations spurious. The best
studies of selection bias in the case of religious engagement conclude that, if anything,
this bias tends to obscure, not exaggerate, the effects of religion: Mark D. Regnerus
and Christian Smith, “Selection Effects in Studies of Religious Influence”, Review of
Religious Research 47 (September 2005): 23-50; Jonathan H. Gruber, “Religious Mar-
ket Structure, Religious Participation, and Outcomes: Is Religion Good for You?”
Advances in Economic Analysis & Policy 5 (December 2005).
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As with mentoring, religious involvement — when it happens — makes a
bigger difference in the lives of poor kids than rich kids, in part because
affluent youth are more exposed to other positive influences. In short, ce-
teris paribus, religious engagement is good for kids. All the generalizations
in these paragraphs, I emphasize, are based on careful statistical controls.

Religious engagement has traditionally been less class-biased than vir-
tually any other sort of community activity in the United States.” But very
importantly, that is no longer true. Nowadays, poor families are generally less
involved in religious communities than affluent families, and this class gap,
too, is growing. Throughout the ups and downs of American religiosity
during the past several decades, religious observance has tended to rise
faster, or fall more slowly, among better-educated Americans than among
their less well-oft counterparts. Moreover, this growing class gap in church
attendance appears among both blacks and whites. If you listen careful-
ly today, hymns in American houses of worship are increasingly sung in
upper-class accents.” Many religious leaders seem to be unaware of this
essential truth about religion in 21st century America.

Not surprisingly, this same trend shows up among adolescents. Young
people’s church attendance has fallen in all classes in recent decades, but has
fallen twice as fast among kids from the lower third of the socioeconomic
hierarchy as among kids from the upper third. The now-familiar scissors
gap 1s shown in Figure 14. At least in the United States, but probably else-
where, the Church has been unable to withstand the ever-widening gap

7> Eric Dearing et al., “Do Neighborhood and Home Contexts Help Explain
Why Low-Income Children Miss Opportunities to Participate in Activities Outside of
School?”, Developmental Psychology 45 (November 2009):1545-1562. Author’s analysis
of Social Capital Community Benchmark Survey (2000); out of seventeen different
types of organizations, only self-help, veterans, and seniors groups are less class biased
in their membership than religious groups.

7 Putnam and Campbell, American Grace, 252-253. The same generational trend
of increasing class bias in church attendance appears in the General Social Survey, the
National Educational Studies, and in the Roper Political and Social Trends archive,
with either education (relative or absolute) or income as a measure of socioeconomic
status, though more clearly with education. Attendance measures differ from archive to
archive, but the trends by education are similar. The growth of the class gap is sharper
for men than for women, and if anything, sharper among blacks than among whites
and among evangelical Protestants than among other traditions. If all races are analyzed
together, this trend is masked, because nonwhites are poorer, less educated, and more
religious, but the growing class gap appears in each race, considered separately.
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Church attendance by parent’s education, 12" graders, 1976-2012
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Figure 14. Source: Monitoring the Future annual surveys.

between young people from “have” and “have not” family backgrounds.
For this audience, that may perhaps be my most important conclusion.

Why? And So What?

If I had more time and space, I should have spent much time analyzing
why this two-tiered society, with its fading of equal opportunity for all
God’s children, has occurred now. I must here be brief.

Marriage has not lost its allure. An overwhelming majority of Ameri-
cans from all classes want to marry, and most expect to marry. So why has
the two-tier class divergence in actual behavior become so marked in the
last three or four decades?

Economic inequality is clearly a primary villain. The greatly reduced
economic prospects experienced by poorer, less-educated Americans over
these decades (greater job instability and declining relative earnings) have
made it far more difficult for them to attain and sustain the traditional pat-
tern of marriage, while the upper tier of Americans have steadily gained
more resources to maintain a family.

Culture is another important part of the story. Gender and sexual
norms have changed, in particular, as have the roles of less-educated men
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and more-educated women.” For poor men, the disappearance of the stig-
ma against premarital sex and non-marital birth, and the evaporation of
the norm of “shotgun marriages”, broke the link between procreation
and marriage. For educated women, the combination of birth control
and greatly enhanced professional opportunity made delayed childbearing
both more possible and more desirable.

Scholars debate the relative importance of “structural” (or economic)
and “cultural” explanations for the emergence of the two-tier system. The
most reasonable view is that both are important. Moreover, cause and
effect are entangled here: poverty produces family instability, and family
instability in turn produces poverty.

“Family values” conservatives have sometimes argued that liberalism
and secularism cause family disintegration. But unwed births and sin-
gle-parent families are widely distributed across America, and are con-
centrated neither in secular areas nor in “blue” states, which presumably
have pursued more progressive policies. If anything, the opposite seems
to be true: divorce and single-parent families are especially common in
the southeastern, heavily Republican, socially conservative Bible belt.”
Changing personal values are an important part of the story, but only in
conjunction with adverse economic trends, and as an empirical matter,
theology and ideology seem to have very little to do with it (I recognize
that this empirical judgment will probably not win universal approval in
this setting).

But in the end, I believe, the key explanation has been a moral decay —
not as defined by our incessant culture wars, but in the even deeper sense
of self~centeredness: America’s shriveled sense of “us” and of who count as
“our kids”. Family breakup can often be better for the adults involved, but it
1s rarely good for the children. Moreover, caring for kids was once a respon-
sibility not merely of a child’s biological parents, but a shared community
responsibility, but that ethic has withered in recent decades. Half a century
ago when adults spoke of “our kids”, they meant all the kids in town, even
the kids “from the wrong side of the tracks”; but now “our kids” means “my
own children”, not others’ children. That narrowing of the effective scope of

7 England, McClintock and Shafer, “Birth Control Use and Early, Unintended
Births: Evidence for a Class Gradient”.

78 Jennifer Glass and Philip Levchak, “Red States, Blue States, and Divorce: Under-
standing the Impact of Conservative Protestantism on Regional Variation in Divorce
Rates”, American_journal of Sociology 119 (January 2014): 1002-1046.
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“our kids” has had dramatically difterent eftects on privileged and impover-

ished children, producing our tragically two-tiered societies.

This transformation of United States society into a two-tier society has
very broad and deleterious consequences, not merely for our children, but
for all of us.

— It is bad for our economy, because we simply cannot afford to discard tal-
ent, no matter where it might be found. Opportunity is not a zero-sum
game; investing in poor kids will help everyone, including rich kids.

— It is bad for our democracy, because as they grow up, throw-away kids
become ready tinder for demagogues.

— But above all, it is simply and deeply wrong. Ignoring kids simply be-
cause they are not our own children is morally indefensible by any
standard.
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The family is, like other social institutions (economy, politics), based
on biological needs. Organisms need to reproduce, if their species is to
last, since individuals are mortal. In the case of humans, however, it is not
simply physical but cultural reproduction that is involved. Humans’ phys-
1ological vulnerability is increased by their long dependence on education
to become familiar with culture, beginning with language. Furthermore,
human sexual needs are detached from seasonal cycles and thus render
long-term commitment to a partner more likely. “Genetic egoism” — as
the only way in which altruism could develop! — also explains the impor-
tance of family relationships among humans.

However, the definition of kinship always involves cultural practices,
such as matrilinear and patrilinear descent rules. The long relationship be-
tween the parents in raising the children creates a special, personal bond,
which 1s usually expected to survive the common task of the education
of the children. This bond and its sexual root explain why families rely
on emotions more than other social institutions — a fact that renders their
legal regulation considerably more difficult and precarious than in the case
of, say, a limited company. In most cultures the family needs strong moral,
legal, and sometimes even religious sanctions.

The natural basis of the family does not exclude the historical evolu-
tion of the institution. With the evolution of modern society, particularly
thanks to increased mobility of location and social standing, individuali-
zation, and integration of women into the workforce, the extended and
multigenerational family has been reduced since the age of the bourgeoisie
to the nuclear family. Doubtless, this too is now endangered.? Some of the

! See my analysis in: Morals and Politics, Notre Dame 1997, 197 ff. The book also
offers my own systematic ideas on the family (693 ft.).

2 In his important macro-sociological study, Family and Civilization (New York
1947), Carle C. Zimmermann coined the terms of trustee, domestic, and atomistic
family, describing families with maximum strength, middle strength, and maximum
weakness. The trustee family considers individuals, and even nuclear families, as noth-
ing more than trustees and vehicles of a structure that surpasses individual generations
and is potentially eternal.
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main factors that led to changes in family law are the question of who has
the right of entering into marriage (the spouses or their families of origin,
which remain crucial even after marriage, unlike in the animal world), the
rights and duties of the spouses within the marriage (and, in the case of
divorce, against each other after the marriage), the duties toward children,
and the rights and duties of the latter.> Not being a historian, however, I
will not speak of the social and legal history of the family. I will focus on
the four theories of the family developed by philosophers who are argu-
ably the greatest — namely, Plato, Aristotle, Kant, and Hegel — and then
discuss the changes in our understanding of gender roles that began to
emerge in the nineteenth century and that have had an enormous impact
on the contemporary reality of family life.

Since there are many other theories of family, the jump from the 4th
century BC to the 18th century is too abrupt. I will therefore quickly
mention some of the most relevant changes that occurred between Aris-
totle and Kant, not least the Christian transformation of the concept of
the family even if it is connected to theological ideas, which transcend
my philosophical competence. But I will spend more time with my four
authors not only because of their insightfulness but also because they rep-
resent four paradigmatic views: Plato in the Republic the negation of fam-
ily, Aristotle a biologically-rooted doctrine of social institutions, Kant a
contractualist understanding of marriage based on an absolute sense of
obligation, and Hegel the attempt of a reconciliation of the ancients and
the moderns.

Whoever studies philosophical thought on the family cannot help be-
ing struck by the fact that most who developed theories about it were not
simply men (which, given the educational system of the time, can easily
be explained) but bachelors. This holds obviously for the Church Fathers
and the scholastics but also for Hobbes, Locke, Hume, and Kant. It is im-
possible to gainsay that the contrasts between Plato and Aristotle on the
one hand and between Kant and Hegel on the other are connected to the
psychological fact that Plato and Kant, unlike Aristotle and Hegel, never
lived a married life. Only bachelors could devise theories so distant from
experience. Yet they remain fascinating from an intellectual point of view.

> A good overview of the legal and philosophical controversies concerning modern
families can be found in: Laurence D. Houlgate, Family and State. The Philosophy of
Family Law, Totowa 1988.
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The first great philosophical theory of the family originates as a critique
of the family in its normal understanding — I mean Plato’s conception of
the communism of wives in the Republic. In Book IV, Socrates mentions
that education and reproduction (in this order, which is obviously axiolog-
ical, not chronological) are the most important thing in the establishment
of an ideal commonwealth, compared with which all other matters pale
(423e¢), and only vaguely alludes to the communist ideal (which he also
defends for material goods). But in the fifth book, when he tries to shift to
a new subject, Adeimantus forces him to return to that topic, the centrality
of which he reiterates (449¢), while Adeimantus’ brother Glaucon insists
on the fact that early childhood education is the most demanding one
(450c¢). Socrates begins his reflections with a defense of the fundamental
equality of men and women — while the latter are weaker, they are not in
principle different (455d f.). Therefore, the education of men and women
should be the same, which is not only feasible but also desirable (457a).

Note that Socrates does not speak about the whole society but only
about male and female guardians, a subset of which are the philosopher
kings (457b). This condition holds of course also for the further thesis that
all wives should be in common so that no father could know his child, nor
the latter his father (457¢ f.). Socrates wants to discuss first the desirability
and only later the feasibility of the plan. He starts with the necessity of a
eugenic organization of reproduction — what breeders do with their ani-
mals, humans should do a fortiori with their own species. First of all, the
number of the population should be kept as constant as possible (460a).
The best males should mate with the best women and the worst with the
worst. Yet the descendants of the latter should not be raised (459d, 461c¢).
This, however, must be organized in such a way that the mating couples
are not able to understand that the concrete intercourses granted to them
by lot are not the result of chance but in fact manipulated by the rulers
(459c; on “noble lies” see 382c¢ ff. and 414b ff).

The rulers, by the way, may be both male and female (460b). It is cru-
cial that generating and bearing occur for the city-state (460e¢). The age
span in which men and women can reproduce is strictly determined (460d
ft.); every single intercourse must be permitted by the rulers but only as
long as there is the possibility of reproduction; afterwards there are no lim-
its, as long as there is no risk of incest (461b f.). Babies have to be quickly
taken away from their mothers and delegated to wetnurses (460c f.). The
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decisive argument for this model is the unity of the state. It is supposed
to be endangered when “mine” and “not mine”, as expressed by different
people, do not refer to the same objects. Like the pain of one organ is felt
by the soul of the whole organism, so the pain of one citizen should be felt
by all (462c f., 464b). Precisely this will be achieved by the communism of
wives, for every citizen could now be a sibling, parent, or descendant (463
c). This will increase reciprocal help and decrease inner strife (464d ft.).

While one can understand why the Platonic conception might appear
appealing in a world in which conflicts between different yévr, poatoio,
and ¢uhat could endanger political peace and limit the sense for the com-
mon good of the city-state, it is not now. First, our modern concept of
individual rights finds the idea of some rulers manipulatively organizing the
breeding of the people repulsive. Against the argument that one should treat
humans no less carefully than animals, it is easy to object that because hu-
mans are not simply animals their reproductive decisions have to be left to
themselves. Their manipulation is perhaps even more morally heinous than
physical enforcement would be, and its public defense in a book means that
Plato’s Republic would be forbidden in the ideal state. The explicit defense
of the elimination of children not regarded as worthy to live is incompatible
with the later Christian concept of human dignity, even if the exposing of
children corresponded to a widespread social reality in the ancient world.

Second, even if one subordinates individual rights to the common
good, as the ancients did, it is absurd to assume that the elimination of
concrete family relations would lead to some universal brotherhood with-
in the city. Brotherhood can only be expanded if one has experienced it.
This means the concrete relationship of intense affection and reciprocal
responsibility that can only be built up among members of a small group
who come to know each other in an intense way from their childhood on.
The result of the Platonic education system would not at all be universal
brotherhood but universal indifference. As the important neo-Confucian
philosopher Tongdong Bai has recently written in an astute comparison of
Confucianism and Plato’s political philosophy: “Without family, ‘father
and mother’ and ‘brothers and sisters’ carry no significance, and they only
gain significance when filial aftection for family members is cultivated in a
family environment. Or, using the metaphor in 1.2 of the Analects, the big
family in the Republic is like a rootless tree”.*

* “The Private and the Public in the Republic and in the Analects”, in: Confucius and
Cicero, ed. Andrea Balbo/Jaewon Ahn, Berlin/Boston 2019, 29-42, 39.
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Still, one can recognize that some of the Platonic ideas have become
reality in later human history. The strict difference between the reproduc-
tive behavior of the elites and the masses also characterizes the distinction
between hierocracy and ordinary faithful people in the Catholic Church.
While of course Plato’s guardians do not live a celibate life but function
rather as selected stallions for a new breed of men, their renunciation of a
normal family life somehow anticipates the celibacy of the Catholic cler-
gy. The clergy, however, has the explicit task to grant sacramental status
to marriage and thus legitimize normal family life, which in the Republic
is not dealt with at all but looked at with suspicion and contempt. But in
the Laws, where the function of the philosopher kings is reduced, normal,
non-communist family relations based on an individual commitment of
the spouses are an explicit topic; indeed, marriage laws are regarded as
the basic laws (721a). The state is conceived as a collection of households,
not, as in modernity, of independent individuals. Therefore, it is explicitly
stated that the choice of the spouse should aim not at what is agreeable for
oneself but good for the state (773b). Even if it is more tiresome to live
together with someone with a different character, such a bond prevents a
polarization of society into different groups homogenous in themselves
but incompatible with each other (see already Statesman 310b ff.). Plato
recognizes that a legal obligation cannot work in such a case, but he hopes
for what today would be called moral suasion (773d). However, there is a
legal duty to marry in general, and after the age of 35 men are fined and
deprived of honors if they refuse to do so (774a ff.).> This is explicitly un-
derstood as a religious duty — one has to partake in the eternal essence and
preserve new servants, who can replace oneself, for the god (773e, cp. 721
b ft. and Symposium 207¢ t.).

In many aspects, the Laws continue the “proto-feminist” program of
the Republic. Certainly, neither work teaches an equality between man and
woman but both demand far more rights for women than existed in any
Greek state. Women are entitled to political offices and subject to military
service, even if the age limits are different (785 b). Women should nei-
ther be treated as slaves, as among the Thracians and other barbarians, nor
restricted to the home, as in Athens, but be able to defend their country
(805 d ft.). For violations of sexual norms, the punishments are the same

> Punishments for bachelors after a certain age were customary in Sparta, whose
idealized institutions inspire much of what Plato recommends. See W.K. Lacey, The
Family in Classical Greece, Ithaca 1968, 177 ff., esp. 197.
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for men and women (784 d f.) — an impressive deviation from the double
standard that was valid even in several legal systems of Western Europe
until after World War II.¢ Still, the similar position concerning public law is
not matched at all by the rules of civil law. Women cannot inherit or own
property and are under the tutelage of a male relative. Even when a father
has only daughters, he has to bequeath his property to the son-in-law
(923 ). Normally, it is the male relatives who choose a woman’s husband
(774€). Only unmarried women are permitted to bring civil actions (937b
f.). Thanassis Samaras rightly asks: “How can women be reduced to such
a subordinate role within their family and at the same time become the
warriors and active citizens that Plato wants them to be? The psycholog-
ical implausibility of this expectation indicates that the philosopher never
asked himself this question”.’

IL.

Aristotle’s approach to the family is, as is well known, radically different
from Plato’s. Not only does he reject communism of wives and property
with excellent arguments in the second book of the Politics, in its first book
he develops his own theory of the qualitative differences between the various
social institutions. His central idea is that oixto. and wOMG, household and
city-state, do not only differ quantitatively; for if their difference were only
in the number of members of the social institution, then there would be
no difference between a big household and a small city-state. But in reality

¢Think of art. 559 of the Italian Codice Penale, which was declared unconstitutional
only in 1968 and 1969. It limited the legal concept of adultery to the woman; the
husband could only be punished if he held a concubine in the house of the spouses or
“notoriously” somewhere else (art. 560). This cavalier attitude toward male adultery
can be found, for example, in the 18th century in such an explicitly Christian author
as Samuel Johnson: “I would not receive home a daughter who had run away from
her husband on that account. ... a man will not, once in a hundred instances, leave his
wife and go to a harlot, if his wife has not been negligent of pleasing” (James Boswell,
Life of Johnson, Oxtord/New York 1998, 394). David Hume also defends the double
standard (Treatise of Human Nature, Book III, Part II, Section 12), and, of course, so
does Louis de Bonald, Du divorce, considéré au XIXe siécle, relativement a I’état domestique
et a I'état publique de société, Paris 3rd ed. 1818, 307 f. On the other hand, in antiquity,
in addition to Plato, the Stoics Musonius Rufus (Discourses 12) and Seneca (Epistles to
Lucilius 94.26) rejected it.

7 Family and the question of women in the Laws, in: Plato’s Laws. A Critical Guide,
ed. Christopher Bobonich, Cambridge 2010, 172-196, 196.
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their difference is based not on size but €idel, on their essence (1252a20).
Certainly the introduction of an intermediate social institution, x@un, the
village, between oixia and moMg (1252b15 ft.), somehow obfuscates his
argument; for this seems to be a necessary step only in order to account
for the genesis of the city-state, since the village does not play any role in
the actual workings of the already existing city-state.®* One can imagine a
city-state without surrounding villages, even if they certainly did exist in
most ancient city-states. But according to Aristotle, one cannot conceive
a city-state without households — and one cannot imagine households in
which people live well without the surrounding frame of the city-state.
The basis of the otxia is the biological need for reproduction. It would be,
however, misleading to interpret cuvouaCeoOon (1252a26) in the context
of the Politics as mere mating, a meaning which it has in the biological
writings (for example Generation of Animals 746b12). The use of the term
in the great treatise on friendship in the Nicomachean Ethics 1162a15 ff.
shows that a bonding of friendship is meant that transcends the mating act
and forges a relationship of particular intensity.

Still, this relation is deeply asymmetrical. This is partly rooted in Ar-
istotle’s developmental biology;” and in the Politics it becomes manifest
when the inequality between man and woman is compared with that be-
tween master and slave (1252a30 ff.). Certainly, the two inequalities are
not the same; for nature does not use the same object for different purpos-
es, and it is only barbarians who treat women and slaves in the same way,
thus giving the Greeks the right to treat barbarians as slaves (1252b1 ff.).
But the specific difference between the two inequalities does not change
the fact that the household, unlike the city-state (1255b16 ft.), is the realm
of asymmetric relations, albeit in very different degrees. (And Aristotle
does not contemplate female activities in the polis). This holds for all the
three relations that constitute it — the one between husband and wife,
the one between parents and children, and the one between master and
slaves, without which the household would not be complete (1253b4 ft.).
Certainly the relation between master and slave, which Aristotle discusses
most extensively, defending the doctrine that there are slaves by nature, is
the most asymmetric — it is a form of despotic rule (deomoTiny|, 1259a38).

8 Cfr. Aristoteles, Politik, Buch 1, ... Gbersetzt und erliutert von Eckart Schtrumpf,
Darmstadt 1991, 200.

? For a balanced view, see Devin Henry, “How Sexist Is Aristotle’s Developmental
Biology?”, in: Phronesis 52 (2007), 251-269.
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The rule of the father over the children, on the other hand, is called “roy-
al” (Baouhni), 1259b11); for the father rules like the king with friendship
and based on the authority of age. But does not the characterization of
the relation between the spouses as “political” (moMTindg, 1259a41) point
to symmetry between husband and wife? Not really, for even if Aristotle
clearly conceives it as the least asymmetric relation within the household,
he still calls the form of rule in a household monarchical (1255b18 f.), he
asserts the superiority of the man over the woman, whenever their relation
is not against nature (1259b1 f.), and he insists on the fact that, unlike in
the alternation of rulers and ruled citizens in a polity, the superiority of the
husband always holds (1259b9 t.).

The asymmetry of the relations within the household does not challenge
its natural place among social institutions. In fact, the critique of Plato’s
communism in the second book of the Politics also contains a sharp rejec-
tion of the communism of wives. First of all, Aristotle rightly teaches that
the unity of the state is not the supreme goal; for in this case, the city state
should become a household, and the household an individual (1261a17 ff.).
A maximal unity of the city-state would thus abolish itself as a city-state.
Furthermore, a city-state does not only presuppose a plurality of subjects,
but also their being different, because only by division of labor can a city-
state achieve self-sufficiency. But even if we granted the goal, the com-
munism of wives would not be the right means to achieve it. The abrogation
of the family would not increase the identification with the state. The mean-
ing of “mine” would change; instead of extending the normal love for one’s
own children to others, the love granted to the thousands who would now
be called “one’s own children” in a collective, not a separate sense, would be
completely diluted (1261b16 ft., 1262b17 ff.). It is better to be one’s private
nephew than a son in this collectivist sense (1262a13). The heterosexual
Aristotle uses the occasion to reproach Plato for his condoning homoerotic
love, which would be particularly inappropriate between brothers and fa-
thers and sons (1262a32 ft.). (Aristotle seems to ignore the late Plato’s con-
demnation and prohibition of homosexual acts in the Laws 636b ff., 836a ft.,
838e, 841d). Since the community of wives could not prevent people from
trying to find out who really is their child, it would create only animosi-
ties; and it should be favored only among the lower classes, if the purpose
were to dominate them more easily due to their quarrels among themselves
(1262240 ft.). Aristotle, however, considers it a political error to stoke con-
flicts in some parts of the population. And he foresees many conflicts in the
transfer of children from one class to the other, as planned by Plato.
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I1I.

The most important event in the evolution of the Western doctrines
of marriage is the rise of Christianity. On the one hand, unlike the pagan
religions, early Christianity, inspired by the evangelical counsels, sub-
ordinated married life to celibacy. The defense of marriage as an equally
legitimate form of life became increasingly a minority position — think of
Jerome’s ferocious attacks against such a position, upheld by Jovinian, in
Against Jovinianus (Adversus Jovinianum). On the other hand, the Church
never condemned marriage, as Montanus and later Priscillianus, who at
the same time defended an equality of the sexes, did. On the contrary, she
bestowed a particular dignity on marriage, beginning with Paul’s compar-
ison of husband and wife with Christ and the Church (Eph. 5:23 ff.) —a
comparison, which still excluded symmetry between the spouses, since
Christ and the Church cannot be considered equal partners. Based on this
Pauline passage, Augustine ascribes sacramental character to marriage and
justifies thereby its indissolubility.!" Marriage remained among the sacra-
ments, when they were limited to seven in the Sentences by Peter Lombard
and this was confirmed by the Fourth Council of the Lateran in 1213.

The Christian restriction of legitimate sexuality to marriage slowly'
contributed to a revolution in sexual mores, which would be reversed on
a general theoretical level only in the course of the 20th century. The new
ideas were revolutionary particularly if compared with the form of life that
the upper classes of Rome, including the women, had begun to adopt in
the 1st century BC (suffice it to mention Ovid’s Ars amatoria). But even
in relation to Antiquity as a whole, some norms of Christian sexual ethics
were quite innovative. The consensus among the synoptics makes it ob-
vious that the prohibition on divorce, which is permitted in Judaism and
had become frequent in the Roman Empire, goes back to Jesus himself
(Mk 10:2 ff., Mt 19:3 ft., Lk. 16:18); it is reiterated by Paul (1 Cor 7:10
f.), who appeals explicitly to the Lord and distinguishes from his teachings

10 See, concerning chastity, Mt 19:10 ff. and 1 Cor 7.

" De nuptiis et concupiscentia (On Marriage and Concupiscence) 1 10.11.

12 The slowness of the social and, even more, the legal changes demanded by the
Christian doctrine is convincingly demonstrated by Geoffrey Nathan, The Family in
Late Antiquity. The rise of Christianity and the Endurance of Tradition, London/New York
2000. He rightly points out as a limit of the Christian doctrine that it did not extend
“its notions of husband-wife equality past the realm of fidelity” (186).
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his own additions. In the vice list of the Didache (2.2), fornication, adul-
tery, pederasty, abortion, and infanticide, the latter quite widespread in the
pagan world,"” are mentioned among the things belonging to the way of
death (the first three are also found in Paul’s analogous lists, 1 Cor 6:9 f.,
Gal 5:19 ft., 1 Tim. 1:9 f)).

Religious texts express and shape moral sensibilities but rarely argue.
The later patristic-scholastic tradition, however, tried to give rational ar-
guments for the specific Christian understanding of the indissolubility of
marriage. Aquinas is important because he not only mirrors the canon
law of his time but also combines a defense of the sacramental nature of
marriage with an appreciation of the institution as natural that owes much
to Aristotle. The two main natural ends of marriage are the reproduction
of the species and the reciprocal help of the spouses. Aquinas explains the
lifelong nature of the commitment with the length of the time needed
for the raising of a child, i.e., with what today we call the altriciality of
humans. He even gives some examples from the animal world: Mating is
sufficient as an interaction between the parents when the newborn animal
can feed itself or can be fed by the mother alone; but when the coopera-
tion of both parents is needed, we see, as in some species of birds, a coop-
eration of both parents (Summa theologiae Supp. q. 41 a. 1 c.). The diverse
forms that marriage finds in different cultures do not change the fact that
it 1s an institution rooted in nature, since natural law can be differentiated
according to external circumstances (Supp. q. 41 a. 1 ad 3, q. 42 a. 2 ad
1). Marriage was instituted before the Fall by God, but Moses added the
prohibition of incest (Lev 18:6) — a prohibition that was earlier cleverly
justified by Augustine with the argument that the obligation to marry
outside of the family increases the number of bonds of friendship that con-
nect people."* The third institution of marriage occurred within the New

3 T include exposure under infanticide since the fate of exposed children was not
always but very often death (see Judith Evans Grubbs, Infant Exposure and Infanticide,
in: The Oxford Handbook of Childhood and Education in the Classical World, ed. Judith Ev-
ans Parks/Tim Parkin/R osalynne Bell, Oxford 2013, 83-107). This does not mean that
there were not pagan critics of the institution. I mention Musonius Rufus, Discourses
XV and XV a, who in fact is quoted by the Fathers.

" De civitate Dei (City of God) XV 16. It has been recently argued that one of the
reasons for the peculiar success of Western cultures was the Catholic Church’s strict
taboo on marriages between even quite distant relatives; for it prevented the formation
of family clans, which have rendered the formation of a meritocratic society and polity
so difficult for example in the Arab world. See Joseph Henry, The WEIRDest people in
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Covenant, with the sacramental interpretation of marriage as pointing to
the commitment of Christ and the Church.

Finally, there is also an institution by civil law, motivated by the mutual
services of the spouses. Marriage is thus a natural, civil, and sacramental
institution (Supp. q. 42 a. 2 c.). The efficient cause of marriage is the con-
sent of the spouses (and thus a form of contract), which has to be expressed
verbally, even if words without accompanying consent are not sufficient
to constitute marriage. Aquinas anticipates John Langshaw Austin’s theory
of speech acts when he states that the words of the spouses during the
wedding ceremony both signify and effect marriage (Supp. q. 45 a. 3 ¢.).
A public ceremony is not necessary for the validity of marriage, even if
it is usually sinful to marry in secret (Supp. q. 45 a. 5 ¢.). Forced consent
invalidates a marriage; even parents cannot force their children to consent
to marriage (Supp. q. 47 a.6). On the other hand, slaves do not need their
master’s consent to undergo a valid marriage; even positive law cannot
change this, since positive law cannot break natural law (Supp. q. 52 a.
2 ¢.). The sacramental dimension of marriage sanctifies the institution by
granting it indissolubility and is, as already in Augustine, the highest of the
three goods of marriage, descendants and mutual faithfulness being the
two other ones (Suppl. q. 49 a. 3 ¢.).”® The divorce of the spouses in the
case of adultery is permitted — though not mandated — since faithfulness
has been violated; yet this does not entail a right to remarry. Aquinas’ eval-
uation of adultery from the side of the husband and the wife respectively
is interesting. From the point of faithfulness, both forms of adultery are
equally sinful; but from the point of view of the descendants, the woman
sins more (Supp. q. 62 a. 4 ¢.). Aquinas seems to have in mind that only
the adulterous wife obliges her husband to raise children not his own —an
argument often used in the tradition to justify the double standard. But
it is still remarkable that Aquinas insists on equal treatment concerning
the violation of faithfulness. From a sociological point of view, there is
little doubt that for many centuries the belief in the sacramental nature of
marriage strengthened the sense of commitment of the spouses. A failed
marriage would symbolize the loss of Christ’s unity with the Church and
thus of one’s own salvation.

the world: how the West became psychologically peculiar and particularly prosperous, New York
2020, 193 ff.

15 The doctrine of these three goods of marriage still inspires the Encyclical of Pope
Pius XI Casti connubii of 1930.
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‘What led to the decline of the Catholic conception of marriage and
the rise of a new one? The most decisive force was certainly the rise of
liberalism as a political philosophy, focusing on the rights of individuals
who engage with each other according to their needs and desires in the
form of contracts. But without Protestantism, the liberal revolution would
have hardly occurred. Luther denied the sacramental nature of marriage,
which for him is a social estate, and Calvinism followed suit, even if the
late Calvin offered a covenant theology of marriage.'* An important con-
sequence of this desacramentalization is drawn by John Milton in his four
tracts defending divorce, which challenged the Anglican Church, which
continued to follow Canon law. Milton’s central claim in the first edition
of The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce is “That indisposition, unfitness, or
contrariety of mind, arising from a cause in nature unchangeable, hindering and
ever likely to hinder the main benefits of conjugal society, which are solace and
peace, is a greater reason of divorce than natural frigidity, especially if there be no
children, and that there be mutual consent”.'” His argument is based on the
principle of Christian charity, which should not condemn people to un-
happiness. He furthermore uses the argument that even more than sexual
impotence (which Aquinas recognizes as a legitimate reason for declaring
a marriage invalid, as long as it preexisted matrimony and the wife had
not been informed'), incompatibility of characters justifies the dissolution
of marriage and should not prevent a second marriage. Otherwise, sexual
intercourse is considered more essential to marriage than the community
of minds, while in fact the main purpose of marriage is not intercourse
but a happy conversation that overcomes loneliness. Milton goes even so
far as to downplay the responsibility for the children from a loveless mar-
riage since they are “children of wrath” and almost like bastards (52). He
rejects the natural objection that the compatibility of characters should
be studied before marrying by saying, probably correctly in his time, that
before marriage the betrothed could not freely spend time together and
therefore the more serious and timid characters are more likely to err than
womanizers (47).

' On this process see the excellent study by John Witte Jr., From Sacrament to Con-

tract. Marriage, Religion, and Law in the Western tradition, Louisville 2nd ed. 2012, espe-
cially 113 ft. I owe much to this book.

17 John Milton, The Divorce Tracts, ed. Sara J. van den Berg/W. Scott Howard, Pitts-
burgh 2010, 44.

'8 Summa theologica, Supp. q. 58 a. 1 ad 4.
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Milton 1is rightly regarded as a “proto-liberal”: His ideas concerning
the separation of state and church, the freedom of the press, the right to
resistance against the government are no less innovative than his defense
of divorce. It does therefore not come as a surprise that the father of
modern liberalism, John Locke, expands the Miltonian idea. The family
is important in the Tivo Treatises of Government, because the first, directed
against Robert Filmer’s Patriarcha: or the Natural Power of Kings (which was
published posthumously in 1680), completely rejects any attempt to con-
ceive of political power according to the model of a patriarchally ruled
family.” But the second Tieatise tries to show that Filmer’s concept of
family is wrong even if we abstract from its purported political relevance.
The power of the husband is not that of an absolute monarch, even if the
last determination in cases of conflict “naturally falls to the Man’s share, as
the abler and the stronger”. Yet the wife retains the right to separate from
him and sometimes even to take the children with her. This may depend
on the customs or laws of the country or on a contract made between the
spouses; for Locke explicitly recognizes the possibility of marriage con-
tracts as flexible as any other voluntary compact. They need not be always
for life. Though the long phase of dependence of children necessitates that
human marriage be more lasting than the bonds of other creatures, Locke
suggests to inquire “why this Compact, where Procreation and Education
are secured, and Inheritance taken care of, may not be made determinable,
either by consent, or at a certain time, or upon certain Conditions, as well
as any other voluntary Compacts, there being no necessity in the nature of
the thing, nor to the ends of it, that is should always be for Life”.>

Locke goes farther than Milton towards contractualism. What 1s miss-
ing in him, however, is the proto-romantic element that is so powerful

' Thomas Hobbes, too, rejects the idea that the paternal power is derived from
the generation of the children as such; the children’s consent, although not necessarily
explicit, is needed, and they will give it to those who protect them. Since there are
two parents, in the state of nature it depends on their agreement who will have the
dominion over the children; if the parents do not agree it is naturally with the mother,
for without matrimonial laws only she knows who the father is (Leviathan, ed. C.B.
Macpherson, London/Harmondsworth 1981, Ch. 20, 253 f.). Hobbes’s rejection of
a natural basis of family evidently is connected to his rejection of a natural sociability
of humans and his reduction of social relations to contracts based on fear. See Justine
Roulin, Autorité, sociabilité et passions. La philosophie de la_famille de Thomas Hobbes a John
Millar, Basel 2022, 107 f.

2 John Locke, Tivo Treatises of Government, ed. Peter Laslett, Cambridge 1967, 321.
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in the poet of the love of Adam and Eve in Paradise Lost. The bachelor
Locke has no sensibility for the specific erotic dimension of marriage, the
desire to find a kindred soul, which for Milton antecedes the sexual need
and the wish to reproduce. This desire is probably not an anthropological
constant but developed slowly in the Western tradition. The discovery of
an autonomous erotic realm in the Roman poetry of the 1st century BC
and the new evaluation of women’s role brought forth by Christianity led
in the 12th century, initially in France, to a new romantic ideal of the love
between man and woman. This ideal both inspired and endangered the
traditional institution of marriage, for it led to expectations that are rarely
fulfilled. But the new ideal of courtly love was limited to the elites. Only
in the 18th century did it spread to the bourgeoisie. Rousseau’s Julie, ou la
nouvelle Héloise forcefully expresses the idea that marriages should be based
on love, not on economic or class considerations.

Despite their deviation from traditional Christianity in the question
of divorce, Locke and obviously Milton are sincere Christians. It is worth
noting that the strongest defense of the indissolubility of marriage in
the British Enlightenment stems from an author who is certainly not a
Christian. I refer to David Hume and his essay “Of Polygamy and Di-
vorces” of 1742. On the one hand, Hume is much better informed of
the varieties of reproductive arrangements that humankind has brought
forth in its history than the authors whom I have mentioned up to now.
(Hume also considers ecological factors in order to explain the differ-
ent behavior of various animal species). He writes at a time in which
both historical and geographical knowledge had increased prodigiously,
and sociology had begun to rise as a discipline no longer dependent
on ethics and normative political philosophy. In 1744 Giambattista Vico
published the last edition of his Scienza nuova (New Science), in which he
develops the foundations of a general theory of human culture. In the
fourth chapter of the second book, “On poetic economy”, he gives an
extremely realistic account of the brutality of archaic family life. Four
years later, Montesquieu’s De Uesprit des lois (The Spirit of Law) follows
suit, whose 23rd book deals with family law and demography in a com-
paratist spirit. But all his ethnographic and historic erudition does not
change Hume’s commitment to life-long monogamy. He intelligently
states the arguments both for polygamy and divorce but staunchly rejects
them. Polygyny destroys the equality between the sexes and renders both
romantic love and friendship impossible. “Barbarism, therefore, appears
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. to be the inseparable attendant of polygamy”.?’ With regard to di-
vorce, it seems cruel to deny to hearts not made for each other another
chance; the insecurity of marriage, furthermore, forces the partners to
exert themselves to keep the institution alive. Hume does not contest the
partial validity of these two arguments but thinks that they are trumped
by the following considerations: first, the fate of the children upon the
separation of the parents; second, the stabilization by institutional con-
straint of friendship, which should be the basis of marriage, not volatile
erotic attraction; third, the natural connection of an unlimited temporal
horizon with a union as total as that of marriage.

Iv.

The liberal, contractualist transformation of marriage achieved its peak,
perhaps surprisingly, in the German tradition, when in 1791-92 Wilhelm
von Humboldt wrote his Ideen zu einem Versuch die Grenzen der Wirksamkeit
des Staats zu bestimmen (Ideas for an Essay to Determine the Limits of State
Action). The work, which influenced John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty, was
published in its entirety only posthumously in 1851, but the exposition of
Humboldt’s ideas on marriage can be already found in the chapters print-
ed in 1792 in Schiller’s Neue Thalia. Humboldt’s whole work is committed
to the principle of fostering the forces of the individual, and he considers
the state usually harmful to this aim. He thus defends a position similar to
those of the later libertarians, who want to reduce the state to the function
of safeguarding internal and external security. In this context, Humboldt
refuses to concede to the state any business in the regulation of marriage.
While he eloquently defends the difference and complementarity of man
and woman, he insists that the individual desires and needs among part-
ners are so varied that a numerus clausus of types of right is inappropriate.
The partners should be allowed to form and modify contracts at their will,
not subjected to a few prescribed forms. The roots of his conception are
romantic — the essence of marriage is the relation between the spouses,
children only a consequence of it, and the essence, not the consequences
are crucial. He furthermore trusts that individual inclinations and customs
will substitute for laws.?? While Humboldt is certainly right that there a lot

2 Essays Moral, Political, and Literary, ed. Eugene E Miller, Indianapolis 1987, 185.
2Wilhelm von Humboldt, Werke, ed. Albert Leitzmann, Vol. 1: 1785-1795, Berlin
1903, 119-122.
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of things in a marriage that cannot be enforced by legal mechanisms, his
cavalier attitude with regard to the rights of the children and those of the
parent who has invested most time with the child, renouncing a career, is
quite unsettling. And, of course, the reader wonders whether Humboldt
would also accept a temporal limitation of a marriage contract and even a
meénage a trois (or more).

The importance of Kant’s doctrine of marriage consists in the fact that,
one the one hand, it continues the individualistic tradition, while on the
other hand it remains committed to the principle of the indissolubility of
marriage. He does this somehow in accordance with his ethics, whose
concrete contents mostly correspond to liberal convictions, but which are
based on a categorical imperative that transcends our inclinations. Every
hint to erotic romanticism is absent from his theory of marriage, which is
unfolded only in the first part of the Metaphysik der Sitten (Metaphysics of
Morals), the “Rechtslehre” (“Doctrine of Right”), not in the second part,
the “Tugendlehre” (“Doctrine of Virtue”), even if the latter culminates
in a doctrine of friendship. Unlike Aristotle, Kant deals with the family
exclusively within a doctrine of natural law, not within a moral theory or
a theory of social institutions. The doctrine of marriage, parenthood, and
of the head of the household belongs to the part on private right, which
is followed by a part on public right, dealing with the state, international,
and cosmopolitan law. The second chapter on private right is subdivid-
ed into “Vom Sachenrecht” (“On property right”), “Vom personlichen
Recht” (“On personal right”, dealing mainly with forms of contractual
obligations) and “Von dem auf dingliche Art personlichen Recht” (“On
Rights to Persons Akin to Rights to Things”). Reminiscences of the tri-
adic subdivision of Roman law in personae, res, actiones, listed, for example,
in the Institutiones of Gaius, probably play a role in Kant’s subdivision but
he clearly wants to conceive the third stage as a synthesis of the two earlier
ones. Why? The household according to Kant is still characterized by the
three relations ascribed to it by Aristotle, even if the slaves have now been
replaced by servants. The spouse, the parents, and the master can retrieve
the spouse, the children, and the servants that have eloped and bring them
back as if they were physical objects (AB 108, 115, 116).%

# T quote according to Immanuel Kant, Werkausgabe VIII: Die Metaphysik der Sitten,
hg. von W. Weischedel, Frankfurt 1979 but give the original pagination of the first two
editions.
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‘What is marriage? Kant’s notorious definition in § 24 conceives it as
“union of two people of different sex for the lifelong reciprocal use of their
sexual properties” (AB 107). Reproduction is not considered a necessary
part of the marriage contract, for otherwise the marriage would dissolve
with the loss of the capacity of reproduction. It is not at all clear why on
the basis of this definition an analogous contract between people of the
same sex should not be allowed, even if Kant utterly condemns homo-
sexuality and bestiality as unnatural (AB 106 f.). Kant’s main interest is
to show that such a contract can only be legitimate if it is lifelong (§ 25).
The central argument is that the person who offers himself or herself to
another as an object of sexual enjoyment objectifies himself or herself; and
that this can only be prevented if he or she can do the same thing with the
partner. Since, however, in an organism every limb is connected with the
whole person, such a use of the sexual parts leads to the reciprocal acqui-
sition of the whole person. Needless to say, it is not clear why reciprocal
instrumentalization should eliminate the morally questionable nature of
instrumentalization, even if one can agree that asymmetry added to in-
strumentalization makes it worse. Kant conceives marriage primarily from
the sexual act and then tries to limit the latter to marriage, instead of con-
ceiving marriage as the appropriate institutional frame for reciprocal love
within which sexual intercourse then loses the character of objectification.

What is progressive in Kant is something different, namely, first, the
strong insistence on the symmetry of the relation between the spouses.?
Only monogamy is supposed to fulfill this condition (in fact, the latter
excludes only polygyny and polyandry but not necessarily a marriage be-
tween two men and two women; here an additional argument from the
totality of the relation is required). Kant rejects not only concubinates,
but also morganatic marriages. Still, the symmetry between the spouses
is compatible with the economic prerogatives of the husband, if his nat-
ural superiority is better fitted to the administration of the common aims
of the household (AB 110), and it is undeniable that Kant’s reflections
on the differences of the sexes in the second section of the second part
of the Anthropologie in pragmatischer Hinsicht (Anthropology from a Pragmatic

2 This is rightly stressed in an intelligent defense of crucial parts of Kant’s theory
by Allan Beever, Kant on the Law of Marriage, in: Kantian Review 18 (2013), 339-362,
340: Despite his use of terms from Roman law, Kant challenges “received notions by
portraying the relevant relationships as ones of equality and interdependence rather
than domination under a paterfamilias or dominant male”.
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Point of View) express a deeply ingrained misogyny (an objection that can
only tempered by the reflection that Kant’s view of humanity in general
is bleak). Like in the doctrine of the Catholic Church, in Kant’s theory
of marriage too the latter becomes valid not simply through the marriage
contract but through its consummation (§ 27). The procreation of children
(which according to Kant occurs with conception) engenders, secondly,
an absolute duty to raise and educate them, both pragmatically and mor-
ally, until their emancipation. No infant exposure, infanticide, or abortion
is permitted, whatever social utility may be expected from such an act.
Since, however, there can be no contract between parents and children,
the latter only have a moral, not a duty according to natural law to return
the benefits they enjoyed from their parents (AB 114).

Concerning servants, Kant, thirdly, insists that their status cannot be that
of slaves, not even if they had sold themselves by a free contract into slavery.
Such a contract would be invalid because it would deprive a person of per-
sonhood and thus of the duty to respect the contract (AB 116 f.). Neither
are serfdom nor an explicit lifelong commitment permissible forms of ser-
vice. Even if slavery were justified in certain cases as a form of punishment,
the children of slaves would be born as free persons, and the duty to raise
them would devolve from their incapacitated father to his owner.

V.

Hegel’s doctrine of the family is in my eyes the richest and philo-
sophically most complex one among the classical theories. Even if Johann
Gottlieb Fichte, to whom I will return, follows Kant’s bipartition of prac-
tical philosophy into philosophy of natural law and ethics, he insists in the
Grundlage des Naturrechts nach Principien der Wissenschaftslehre (Foundations of
Natural Law according to the Principles of the Doctrine of Science) that marriage
is not simply a juridical society like the state; it is a natural and moral so-
ciety as well.» Hegel, however, goes much farther. The complex architec-
tonics of the Grundlinien der Philosophie des Rechts (Elements of the Philosophy
of Right) distinguishes the three levels of “abstraktes Recht” (“Abstract
Right”), “Moralitit” (“Morality”), and “Sittlichkeit” (“Ethical Life”).*

% Cfr. Fichtes Werke, hg. von Immanuel Hermann Fichte, Reprint Berlin 1971,
I1I 304.

% 1 quote the work according to: Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Werke 7: Grun-
dlinien der Philosophie des Rechts oder Naturrecht und Staatswissenschaft im Grundrisse,
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The crucial third part deals with the main social institutions of family, civil
society, and state (the second one being a modern innovation compared
with Aristotle).

The position of these institutions on the level of ethical life presupposes
that they are not simply legal entities, that is, structures enforceable by legal
mechanisms. They are, so to speak, composed of a legal part and a spirit that
transcends abstract law because it appeals to an inner dimension that cannot
be enforced. While in Kant morality is the inner dimension opposed to
legality, Hegel insists that this inner dimension has to externalize itself too,
albeit in a way that cannot be prescribed by law alone. This constitutes the
“ethical” nature of all three social institutions. The difference between them
is conceived in accordance with the general dialectical scheme of Hegel’s
philosophy. Family is permeated by a strong altruistic feeling, which is both
limited in its range and subjects the members of the family to considerable
restrictions of their individuality. In civil society, a universal egoism that
allows the satisfaction of particular needs through prudent behavior is dom-
inant, although within important limits determined by the legal system.
While the rejection of immediate altruism constitutes a loss, the expansion
of the horizon is positive — it connects much more people, even beyond the
borders of one’s own state. The state aims at a synthesis: It can only subsist if
citizens have a commitment to the common good that transcends their in-
dividual interests; at the same time, the state is no longer built on emotional
bonds within a small group, but on rational analysis.

The family is the ethical spirit as natural or immediate (306, § 157). Its
basis is love, a unity of the spirit that feels itself. The self-consciousness of
individuality subsists in this unity as a member, no longer as an independ-
ent person (307, § 158); thus, the category of right appears in it mainly in
the stage of its dissolution (308, § 159). Hegel subdivides the family into
marriage, care for common property, and the education of children. In the
first step, the family is taken as an intersubjective unity; in the second, it
relates to an exterior object; in the third, it creates new subjects. Note that
not only Aristotle’s slaves but also Kant’s servants have disappeared; Hegel’s
family is the nuclear one, ultimately a result of the Romantic revolution
disliked by him. The central task of the marriage is the transformation of
the natural sexual attraction into a self-conscious unit. The starting point
is the free consent of two persons to form one person, that is, to limit the

Frankfurt 1979, but give after the page number the paragraph number so that the pas-
sages may be found also in other editions and in translations as well.
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own personality in the new unit, which is at the same time a liberation.
Therefore, marriage cannot be conceived as a contract, as Kant did in an
ignominious way (157, § 75; 313 f; § 163).

With this position (which, however, does not entail a general indissol-
ubility of marriage) Hegel breaks with the modern development charac-
terized above as from sacrament to contract. While Hegel does not deny
that the general decision to marry can be triggered by falling in love,
according to him partners may also be chosen by parents, and he prefers
a prior general resolution to marry to the marriage being merely a result
of inclination, which is fleeting (310 f., § 162). Still, the ethical nature of
marriage consists in the love and trust that underlie the common existence
and the reduction of the sexual aspect to a mere moment, whose presence
is not necessary for the validity of a marriage, which does not have a single
defining end (313 ff., §§ 163 f.). However, Hegel insists on the necessity
of a public expression of the commitment to each other, which constitutes
the marriage and raises it above the transitory subjectivity of inclination.
Three features of Hegel’s concept of marriage are crucial: first, the com-
plementarity of the sexes (which in his eyes probably explains the exclu-
sion of same-sex marriages), second, the monogamic nature of marriage
(deduced from the totality of the commitment), third, the prohibition of
marrying within the family of origin, which would deprive marriage of
its being an act of freedom. Most problematic is Hegel’s doctrine of the
complementarity of the sexes, since it is on its basis that he denies, for ex-
ample, the inclusion of women in the workforce and their political rights.
But it 1s correct that without this doctrine there are hardly any arguments
against the exclusion of same-sex marriages, once one recognizes that re-
production is not the only legitimate purpose of marriage.

Based on his concept of the union of the persons, Hegel favors joint
property of the spouses, even if he allows for reservations in the case of the
dissolution of the marriage through death or divorce (323 ft., §§ 170 ff.).
Analogously, he strongly supports limitations of testamentary freedom, for
example in form of the legitime. For the marriage ideally continues in the
children, in whom the unity of the marriage becomes as it were an object,
in which the parents behold their own love (325 f., § 173). As in Kant, and
unlike in Roman law, children have the right to be fed and raised; they are
not their parents’ property. On the one hand, children should experience
the ground of ethical life, love, trust, and obedience; on the other hand,
they must be prepared for life in civil society and raised above their mere-
ly childish level (327 f., § 175). They have to leave the family — this is its
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ethical dissolution. Its natural one is the death of the spouses, its unnatural
one their divorce, which Hegel acknowledges as an institution, even if it

can only be decreed by a court (329, § 176).
VI.

Even the increasing insistence on symmetry between spouses in the
new contractualist model did not yet lead to equal rights for women in the
economic and political sphere. It is Fichte’s merit to have realized as one
of the first thinkers that this inequality needed a justification, particularly
since he shares Kant’s commitment to a universalist ethics based on equal
freedom and sees in action the essence of self-consciousness. That women
must have all the human and civil rights of men can only be gainsaid if
they are denied their humanity — this is a principle that Fichte explicitly
endorses (§ 33, III 344), and he obviously does not reject the humanity of
women. Nevertheless, he claims that they cannot want to exert their rights.
When unmarried, they are, like young men, under the authority of their
fathers; and when married they have their dignity in being subjected to
their husbands. Why? Fichte’s argument is based on the fact that women’s
sexuality is passive and not active like the male one. This is incompatible
with the active nature of self-consciousness, and a woman can only tolerate
this humiliating contrast if she lives her sexuality in the form of a complete
dedication to her husband. While a man can proudly satisfy his sexuality,
a woman must be ashamed of it if she does not accept her husband with
complete love (§ 3, III 306 f.). And this means that she cannot, for exam-
ple, have any political rights but only try to influence her husband. I will
not comment on these claims and ignore Fichte’s horrific denial of chil-
dren having any rights by natural law, even the right to sustenance, with
regard to their parents (§ 48, III 361 f.). What is progressive is something
else. Based on his principle of the equal rights of the sexes and his theory
that the married woman cannot want to claim them, Fichte recognizes that
one must not deprive single women — whether unmarried, widowed, or
divorced — of the economic and political rights that men have. However,
since they cannot renounce the desire to marry (again) in the future, they
cannot become public officials, for the future possible submission to their
husbands would disqualify them from public duties.” And since higher ed-

# In Germany, female teachers who were public officials could be dismissed until
after the Second World War if they married (Deutsches Beamtengesetz § 63).
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ucation should prepare for public work, women should not be allowed to
access it (§§ 36 ft., 348 ff.). One sees that Fichte’s solution is very far from
our modern sensibilities; but he has the merit to have raised the question
more clearly than almost all of his male contemporaries.

The fight for the same economic and political rights for women is
certainly one of the most important struggles of the 19th century. It was
completed only in the 20th century in some — by far not all — countries
of the world. It deeply impacted the nature of family, for in the moment
in which the woman became economically independent, divorce became
more feasible and the state had less interest in preventing it. Greater equal-
ity, even if not strictly incompatible with it, furthermore corroded the
doctrine of the complementarity of the sexes. Perhaps the two most orig-
inal works that pressed for legal equality are Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vin-
dication of the Rights of Woman of 1792 and John Stuart Mill’s The Subjection
of Women of 1869.%

Wollstonecraft’s monograph, dedicated to the former bishop Charles
Maurice Talleyrand, is a foundational work in the history of feminism for
at least two reasons. First, it is a woman herself who addresses the ques-
tion. Before her, the matter was usually left to the deliberations of men.
Second, Wollstonecraft’s touching demand for female rights is inspired by
a deep and sincere religiosity and a strong sense of both justice and the
moral duties of women. While raised as an Anglican, her religion in this
phase of life is close to that of the Unitarian Rational Dissenters, also due
to her friendship with Richard Price. Her rationalist, anti-voluntarist un-
derstanding of God, her rejection of a literal interpretation of the Bible,
her claim that ethics is grounded in reason and not in sentiments, her belief
in historical progress (19) are surprisingly similar to Kant’s, even if she did
not know him and was ignored by him too: She did not read German,
nor Kant English. Wollstonecraft upholds as her central idea the moral
and legal equality of both sexes (thereby creating one strand of feminist
philosophy, quite distinct from the other one that focuses on their radical
difference). Again and again, Wollstonecraft maintains as strenuously that
there is only one standard of virtue as that there is a God (31) and that one
must not give “a sex to morals” (41). And her ultimate aim is to enable
women to come as close as possible to the virtues traditionally associated
with men and to gain respect even if she knows that society does not love

% T quote both books according to: Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights
of Woman/John Stuart Mill, The Subjection of Women, London/Rutland 1985.
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masculine women (39). She detests features often connected with women,
such as cunning, coquettishness, and the inability to control one’s passions
and aims at reforming the world by reforming women (51).

But despite her hatred of this female degradation, she is convinced that
it inevitably results from social structures that open only one avenue for the
rise of women: marriage. This means that women are “legally prostituted”
by their families (66) and taught to please and thus exert power over men,
while it would be preferable if they learnt to have power over themselves.
The root of this deportment is the false doctrine of the complementarity
of the sexes, so powerful in Rousseau’s Emile: “Man was made to reason,
woman to feel: and that together, flesh and spirit, they make the most
perfect whole” (69). Women must get a chance to become intelligent and
transcend the mere love for men (75). While at least Europe rejects po-
lygamy, men who seduce and impregnate women do not have to fear
legal sanctions, and while the unfortunate women and children may meet
some charity, it 1s justice that is wanting (79). “The two sexes mutually
corrupt and improve each other” (153). In order to have self-respect and
gain “emancipation” (194), women must be allowed to gain their own
subsistence and thus independence (94). Women’s characters are a result of
early association of ideas in their minds, and the inequality in the treatment
of the sexes explains why they are so obsessed with modesty or better, a
show of modesty, as their main virtue. Wollstonecraft’s book also contains
a sharp attack against social and political injustices, such as the slave-trade
and wars that are not defensive (158 f.), and it is in this context that she
demands comprehensive legal reforms concerning women.?” They must
own property independently of their husbands and even have political
representation, they must be allowed to study, for example, medicine (160
ff.), and the state must offer national public education besides, while not
excluding private educational institutions. In both types of schools, coed-
ucation of the sexes and the different classes should prevail (182 ft.). “For
rights and duties are inseparable” (215).

What are the most important innovations in John Stuart Mill’s similar
approach to the question? First, his methodological reflection on whether
there are natural differences between the sexes is remarkably subtle. Mill

* See Eileen Hunt Botting, Family Feuds: Wollstonecraft, Burke, and Rousseau on the
Transformation of the Family, Albany 2006, 131 f.: “her understanding of patriarchy
encompassed all the sex-based and class-based hierarchies that perpetuated the male
dominated social order”.
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considers “the nature of women ... an eminently artificial thing”, since it
1s partially the result of repression and stimulation (238), and declares the
question of what are the unalterable traits of women unanswerable in the
present state of society: “Those only could be inferred to be natural which
could not possibly be artificial” (240). We will only be able to answer this
question when we will have changed the educational and the legal system
as a whole in its connection to women. Mill describes the British laws of
his time as almost enslaving women, even if their consequences are tem-
pered by the chivalric tradition. “We have had the morality of submission,
and the morality of chivalry and generosity; the time is now come for the
morality of justice” (259). And justice will not permeate society at large if
it is not lived within the family (261). Servitude in marriage is an archaic
remnant, contradicting all the principles of the modern world (295). But
not only justice, the common good also demands that women be granted
the same right as men, both in civil and in public law (268, 296). The
economy will flourish if women are integrated into the workforce; and
the number of qualified politicians can only increase if women are allowed
to run for office too. Mill hopes, for example, that women in politics will
diminish violence (300). And marriages will become both more stable and
happier if the spouses have enjoyed a similar education (307 ff.).

VII

Gustav Radbruch’s classic philosophy of law, one of the few composed
in the 20th century, no longer tries to offer an answer to the traditional
questions concerning property, contract, marriage, inheritance, punish-
ment etc. Instead, it limits itself to describing difterent stances by which
these problems could be approached, inevitably with very different results.
The two main stances are the individualist and the supra-individualist one
(sometimes supplemented by a third one, the transpersonal). In the case
of marriage, the supra-individualist position is represented in paradigmatic
way by the Catholic Church, the individualist in its most radical form by
Soviet law.** Radbruch ultimately does not believe that there are rational
arguments for choosing one or the other but he recognizes that social
changes drive marriage more and more in an individualistic direction. The
traditional domestic community in an own house with garden, dedicated

* Gustav Radbruch, Rechtsphilosophie, ed. Erik Wolf/Hans-Peter Schneider, Stutt-
gart 8th ed. 1973, 244 ff.
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to the satisfaction of most economic needs by the activities of the various
family members, has been replaced in capitalism by disconnected jobs that
tamily members practice in very difterent economic sectors, without any
connection to each other, often living in condos door to door with neigh-
bors that remain alien to them. But of course, one may argue that just
because of these social forces that endanger traditional marriage a spiritual
justification of the institution is even more necessary than before.

What can our time learn from the four most important theories of the
family, which stood in the focus of this essay? I think, first, that Aristotle’s
critique of Plato has convincingly shown that the replacement of the family
by the state is an absurd and nightmarish ideal. While Plato is right that a
spirit of tribalism may prevent the emergence of a public consciousness, the
abrogation of the family will certainly not increase universal altruism but
eradicate altruism already in its beginning. A complex society needs more
than the love that holds family members together, but this more must grow
out of it, as Hegel very well understood. Against Hegel, however, I would
claim that we also need more than responsibility for our own state and have
to learn to develop a “public sense” for the whole planet, a planetary con-
sciousness supported by the cooperation of the universal religions.

Second, against both Plato and Aristotle we have to recognize the in-
alienable individual rights that children have, and that must have conse-
quences for the legal regulation of reproduction. They are not the property
of their parents, nor a tool for the demographic ambitions of the state.
When parents do not fulfill their duties or even violate children’s welfare,
the state must step in. It is the merit of Kant and Hegel to have elaborated
this point, which was alien to antiquity, which did not yet recognize uni-
versal individual rights. For these became the basis concept of modern nat-
ural law only in a slow process starting with the Late Spanish Scholastics.

Hegel is also right that, third, among the many features of a successful
marriage the crucial one is the commitment to a common life with shared
responsibilities for each other. The obsession with the sexual act so char-
acteristic of Kant is eliminated in Hegel’s grand philosophy of the social
institutions as manifestations of the freedom of the spirit. Probably the
weakest part of his theory is, however, the doctrine of the complementari-
ty of the sexes — at least as long as it is not disconnected from the traditional
understanding that the ideal realm for women is the household, while civil
society and the state are the arenas of men.

For there 1s, fourth, little doubt that the crisis of the nuclear family that
we have witnessed since at least the second half of the 20th century in the
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Western world is driven, not only, but to a considerable part, by the utterly
legitimate desire of women to be on a par with men. Paradoxically, of the
four greatest philosophers the one most understanding of the female desire
for an education comparable to that of men was our first, Plato. Will it
be possible to unite Plato’s (and Wollstonecraft’s and Mill’s) sensitivity to
the intellectual needs of women with Aristotle’s and Hegel’s recognition
of the necessity of various levels of social institutions and corresponding
moral attitudes as well as with Kant’s commitment to equal rights for
everybody? In all likelihood, the future of the family depends on a positive
answer to this question.
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This paper attempts to relate the material and ideological features of the
institution of the family with their possible implications for the advance-
ment of the common good in the Indian context. It begins with a theoret-
ical discussion of the respects in which the common good at the levels of
family and society may or may not be related. The second section briefly
describes two contending conceptions of the common good in contem-
porary India. The third section attempts a culturally specific description
of the Indian family and its core features — caste endogamy, marriage, and
the ways in which the family is propagated and governed, including the
division of labour and the representation of gender roles, attributes and
expectations within the family. The final section draws upon survey data
to speculate on ways in which we might think about the Indian family in
relation to the common good in the present, and the relationship between
private virtues and public virtues.

Conceptions of the Common Good

Philosophical discussions of the common good generally entail a focus
on the individual citizen to justify the relational obligations of individual
members of a community to care for and participate in the furtherance
of the common interest. This justificatory exercise is premised on the as-
sumption that individual citizens stand in a civic relationship with each
other, and that it is this relationship that both requires and predisposes
them to work towards the common interest, whether through the estab-
lishment of common facilities (like schools, hospitals and public libraries)
or through laws and policies.! In political theory, it is the determination
of the principles that underlie the sharing of the benefits and burdens of

! Waheed Hussain, “The Common Good”, The Stanford Encylopedia of Philosophy
(Spring 2018 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.) URL https://plato.stanford.edu/ar-
chives/spr2018/entries/common-good/
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social cooperation® and of the shared life through claims on common re-
sources, and facilities that constitute the common good, that define the
ways in which we think about responsible membership in a community.
The defining of the common good is therefore a task typically assigned to
individual citizens in a civic and political community that is democratically
organized.

The family rarely enters into such discussions which are typically con-
structed in a bipolar fashion, with the individual representing one pole,
and society or the political community representing the other. It is there-
fore challenging to think about the family — usually a small multi-member
community — in terms of both the relational obligations that people bear
and discharge (or not) within the family and towards other members of
that unit, but also in terms of the relational obligations they bear and dis-
charge (or not) outside the family and towards other members of the com-
munity, more broadly defined as society or polity. This necessarily entails a
discussion about whether the common good at the level of the family may
be different from, and sometimes perhaps even stand in contradiction to,
the common good at the broader level of society or polity. This topic can
be broken down into multiple questions:

— Are the mechanisms for arriving at a definition of what constitutes the
common good difterent in the context of the family vis-a-vis that of
society/polity? In a democratic polity, citizens would ideally participate
as equals in the determining of the common good. The idea of the
common good of the family is frequently shaped by custom, tradition,
as well as inequalities of age and gender.

— Are the principles of the common good difterent at these distinct levels?
Must they be or should they be diftferent? For instance, at the societal
level, when citizens act as jurors or legislators, they are expected to put
their private interests aside as they participate in the making of decisions
about the collective common good. At the familial level, the personal
interests of individual members of the family — such as the desire to
pursue a sport or be a vegan — may be legitimately articulated and ac-
commodated.

2 Cf. John Rawls (1971) A Theory of Justice. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press.
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— Are the demands of practical reasoning that apply at the level of the fam-
ily difterent from those that apply at the level of society? For instance,
infants and children cannot participate in family decision-making and
must entrust their parents to do it for them. In a democratic political
community, on the other hand, there is a presumption that all citizens
who qualify to be enfranchised enjoy potentially equal standing in the
determination of the common good.

— Are the demands of morality difterent at these two levels? The demands
of morality in a family are generally related to private virtues, while the
demands of political morality require citizens to “think and act from the
standpoint of a shared concern for common interests”. Political philos-
ophers argue that a lack of concern for the common good is “a moral
defect in a political community” (Hussain, 2018). A lack of concern for
the welfare of family members is, similarly, often seen as a moral defect
while the desire to sacrifice one’s own welfare or income or time for a
family member in need finds approval and applause. While some sense
of a shared concern and even sacrifice for the common good finds
approbation in both familial and social contexts, the well-springs are
quite different. At the familial level, such concern springs from bonds of
blood or affinal ties that are experienced through intimate and affective
relationships. At the societal level, however, such shared concern is a
morally significant but personally ‘disinterested’ virtue.

— Are the relational obligations fostered in families restricted to other family
members (however restrictively or expansively family is interpreted in
different cultural contexts) or can they be extended to social groups to
which they belong or to society as a whole, encompassing the entire
civic community? Invoking Robert Putnam’s influential distinction be-
tween bonding and bridging types of social capital® here, it could plau-
sibly be the case that strong ties and thick networks of trust (in family,
caste or clan) act in ways that inhibit the type of weak ties and thin trust
that are more likely to be generative of a generalised commitment to
the common good.

> Robert Putnam (2000) Chapter 1 in Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of
American Community. New York: Simon and Schuster.

The Family as a Relational Good: the Challenge of Love | 157



NIRAJA GOPAL JAYAL

— Could attitudes and practices in the family have negative externalities for
the common good at a broader level, and conversely, what are the values
inculcated and fostered in the family that can have positive externalities
for the broader common good? It could, for instance, be argued that ex-
perience of domestic abuse may make people tolerant of violence in soci-
ety. Conversely, habits of mutuality and considerateness could predispose
people to civic behaviour. The latter is what Pierpaolo Donati* refers to
as the transformation of personal virtues into social virtues, gesturing
towards a substantive elaboration and even perhaps — given the insertion
of the category of the family between the individual and society — a re-
definition of the relationship between the public and the private, as well
as the relationship between the public virtues and the private virtues.

Contestations over Conceptions of the Common Good

If the common good consists in the ordering of society — including
social and economic organization, but also the normative order — there
could be several rival conceptions of the common good that compete,
socially, politically, and ideologically, for supremacy. In contemporary In-
dia, one can identify at least two important contending conceptions of the
common good. The first is a conception of a society marked by diversity,
pluralism, tolerance and the possibility of harmonious co-existence be-
tween groups professing different faiths. This conception found articula-
tion in the Constitution of India (1950) as well as in the liberal and in-
clusive political values on which the independent Indian nation was built.
Contesting this is the conception of a society which normatively privileges
a numerically dominant religious community, and correspondingly views
the social practices — customs, traditions of worship, clothing, culinary
preferences — of other religious groups as illegitimate and unacceptable in
the public sphere. This conception is advanced by those who have latterly
come to hold political power, not just the BJP as a political party but al-
so its ideological parent, the RSS, with over fifty affiliated organizations.
Their form of religious majoritarianism seeks to make lesser citizens of the
‘despised” minorities, legitimises intolerance, hate speech and violence,
which are frequently backed and sustained by fake news and propaganda.

* Pierpaolo Donati (2022) “Facing Family Morphogenesis: When Families Become
Relational Goods”. Draft Paper for the PASS Plenary Session, April 2022. p. 19.

> Adapting a term used by Nancy Fraser (1995) “From Redistribution to Rec-
ognition? Dilemmas of Justice in a "Post-Socialist’ Age” in New Left Review. 1/212.
July-August. pp. 68-93.
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To describe this contest as one between a civic and a cultural commu-
nitarian view of the polity would be to render anodyne what is actual-
ly a menacing and dangerous tendency, especially as the contest is rarely
mounted at the level of ideational or ideological disagreement, but often
asserted and achieved by a combination of state repression and vigilante
violence backed by the promise of legal impunity.

‘What might our observation of such corrosive societal tendencies lead
us to infer about the social ontology of the family? What role does or could
the family as an institution play in negotiating this crisis of competing —
and often violently expressed — rival conceptions of the common good in
the public sphere? The social science literature on the family in India does
not provide us with evidence or insights on this question, so my attempt
to answer it will be necessarily speculative.

As a preliminary, a delineation of the broad contours of the social and
cultural specificity of the family as an institution in Indian society is war-
ranted, with the caveat that the term ‘the Indian family’ is an overly ho-
mogenising descriptor because family and kinship structures vary enor-
mously across India, and are inflected by the practices of particular regions,
religions, caste groups, classes, and so forth.

In India, as everywhere else in the world, the family is the primary
unit of human society as also the primary site of nurture and socialisation,
where moral values and emotional qualities are inculcated, and cultural
learning takes place. However, as an institution, in its origins, its structure
and its cultural particularity, the family in India does not lend itself to easy
comparisons with the family in western societies. Its specificity cannot be
understood without an appreciation of the embeddedness of the family in
the institution of caste.

The Indian Family

Notwithstanding the transformation in the mores of the Indian family
as a result of modernization, urbanization and globalization, some features
of it — often referred to, in unsatisfactorily general terms, as tradition — re-
main anchored in the phenomenon of a caste society organized around the
core principle of endogamy. Caste endogamy — the practice of marrying
within one’s caste — shapes fundamentally the way the family is structured
and experienced; it also determines the extent to which the family can be
or may not be a force for the common good (leaving aside for the present
the question of multiple and rival definitions of the common good).
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Defining Family in the Indian Context

As long back as three decades ago, India’s leading sociologist of the
family, Patricia Uberoi, made an acute and prescient observation as she
commented that the study of the family is considered

a rather ‘soft’ area within sociology proper...Everyone has experi-
ence of family life, and everyone has opinions — and feelings — on
it. It is very hard to pinpoint where common sense leaves off and
academic sociology begins. In this case one feels that the reluctance
to address the subject of the Indian family stems not from the unim-
portance and marginality of the field, but rather from its importance
and sensitivity. It is as though critical interrogation of the family
might constitute an intrusion into that private domain where the
nation’s most cherished cultural values are nurtured and reproduced,
as though the very fabric of society would be undone if the family
were in any way questioned or reshaped. In fact, the family and its
values are very much at the centre of fundamentalist religious dis-
courses, in this region as elsewhere.®
Before essaying a description of the family in India, two clarifications are
necessary. The first pertains to the specificity of the term family, which is
treated as distinct from household both by sociologists and government
policy. There are multiple usages of the word family when translated into
the Hindi language, spoken in large parts of north India. Almost all of
them — gharana, vansh, khandaan, kul, kutumb — invoke variously the idea
of blood, descent and genealogy, while only one of them invokes the idea
of the household. In official usage, too, it is the household rather than the
family that is the basic unit for welfare provisioning. All welfare measures,
such as ration cards, are assigned to households and at a specific address.
This means that migrants who have left their villages to find work in the
cities are not entitled to claim free or subsidised food in the city, despite
the fact that they are members of a family which has a per capita entitle-
ment to such rations.

To start with, therefore, what ‘family’ means in India may be somewhat
different from the west. In fact, the kinship-oriented term ‘family’ is more
encompassing than the residence-oriented category of ‘household’. Fam-
ily may not cohabit within the same household — it could extend across

¢ Patricia Uberoi (1993) “Introduction” in Uberoi, ed. Family, Kinship and Marriage
in India. Oxford in India Readings in Sociology and Social Anthropology. New Delhi:
Oxford University Press. p. 2.
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cities and even continents, with the ties of family remaining strong. This
is reflected in Indian languages which have words that indicate precisely
what sort of cousin a person is, with the word brother/sister suftixed to
that relationship. In English, a paternal cousin could be the child (any
gender) of a paternal uncle or paternal aunt. In Hindi, the phrase chachera
bhai describes the son of your father’s brother, who is like a brother to you,
or mauseri behen, the daughter of your mother’s sister, who is like a sister
to you. In Indian-English, as a result, odd terms like “cousin brother” or
“cousin sister” abound.

Sociologists of the family in India have distinguished the Indian family
from the conjugal/nuclear family of the West that emerged after the Indus-
trial Revolution, consisting of wife, husband and their offspring, increas-
ingly distanced from their extended kin networks, and characterised by
individuation and autonomy. The Indian family, by contrast, is seen as en-
duringly connected with extended kin networks despite becoming struc-
turally nuclear. On this view of the Indian family, represented particularly
in the work of the sociologist I.P. Desai, it is more than the residents of a
household; it is “a system of relationships, rights, and duties and the norms
that the members try to live up to”.” Desai objected to the official classifi-
cation of households as nuclear or joint, depending on the kinship pattern
of the residents. In his view, the nuclear household of one married couple
and their unmarried children had a tendency to evolve into a household
consisting of several married couples, as the sons married and continued
to live in the same household. But both the nuclear household as well as
the joint family had similar patterns of rights and obligations, which was
why Desai

...emphasized that what constitutes the family in India is not nec-
essarily the kinship structure of the household, or its commensal
character, but the normative pattern of behaviour among the differ-
ent kin-types, whether they live together or separately. Therefore,
in order to determine whether a household consisting of husband,
wife and children is nuclear or joint, one has to ascertain whether
or not the relationships of obligation existing within members of
the household also exist with relatives living outside the household.

7 B. Devi Prasad (2020) “Family Studies in India: historical development, debates,
and future directions” in B. Devi Prasad, Srilatha Juva and Mahima Nayar, eds. The
Contemporary Indian Family: Transitions and Diversity. Abingdon, Oxon and New York:
Routledge. pp. 47-48.
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If yes, a household that is nuclear in kinship structure is, in fact,
joint in its family-orientation. It is the particular rights and obliga-
tions implied in the relationships that give content to the pattern
of interaction in the family, rather than the fact of living together.®
(emphasis added)
One final clarification. There has long been a presumption that, under the
influence of modernization and urbanization, the Indian family has moved
away from the joint to the nuclear model of family structure. Studies have
shown this to be an exaggeration. The decadal Census figures show the av-
erage household size going up from 4.98 persons in 1951 to 5.3 persons in
2001 and to 4.9 persons in 2011. The difficulty of a sharp distinction be-
tween nuclear and joint families arises from the fact that every residentially
nuclear household not only contains the potential to expand into a joint
household in the future but also retains multiple connections — emotional
as well as economic — with extended family across villages, cities, and even
continents. Also, the ‘psychology of “jointness™ persists, with households
often hosting members of extended kin networks in their homes for a few
months or even years, if they happen to be in the city for education or
employment.® This is especially the case when urban households provide a
home for members from their extended family based in rural areas. Some-
times, even a nuclear household 1s split between breadwinners living in the
city for work, while children and elders remain in the village.

As far as the influence of industrialization and urbanization is con-
cerned, studies have shown that the joint family form remains significant
in occupations like farming and business, and even modern professions
like medicine and the law. In business, in particular, patterns of ownership,
torms of taxation, and the resources at stake can make joint-ness an imper-
ative, even if it entails fractious cohabitation.

Marriage

Marriage, the foundational institution of the family, is embedded in
caste. Even today, caste structures marriage choices to an inordinate de-
gree. Let me illustrate this, first with a matrimonial advertisement from a
newspaper and then with data.

8Victor S. D’Souza (2001) “Indian Family at the Crossroads”. I.P. Desai Memorial
Lecture: 13. Centre for Social Studies, Surat.

? Tulsi Patel (2020) “New faces of the Indian family in the 21* century: Some ex-
plorations” in B. Devi Prasad et al. q.v. p. 26.

162 | The Family as a Relational Good: the Challenge of Love



THE FAMILY, THE COMMON GOOD AND CITIZENSHIP. THE CASE OF INDIA

Matrimonial advertisements, even in English language newspapers, are
classified by caste and religion. This particular advertisement is for a bride
tor a Brahmin groom belonging to a particular sub-caste or lineage called
a ‘gotra’. The date and time of his birth are specified for the astrological
validation of compatibility. In other words, it is essential not only that
the bride and groom belong to the same caste group but also that their
horoscopes match. As the last line of the advertisement states, “the entire
horoscope and the 36 gunas in it must match”. The gunas indicate astro-
logical compatibility of various types — mental, attitudinal, sexual, etc.
— and if about half the gunas match, the marriage can go ahead." In this
advertisement, the groom’s family asks for all 36 gunas to match. Thus,
the parents of prospective brides are here provided with what are consid-
ered the absolutely essential preliminary conditions placed by the groom’s
family regarding caste, sub-caste and horoscope. Without the preliminary
requirements of caste and astrological compatibility being met, as the last
two lines in capital letters show, no proposal can be taken forward. The
other requirements could of course be dismissed as amusing and idiosyn-
cratic, though a lighter skin colour is almost a staple requirement in such
advertisements. Apart from the presumption of the bride’s virginity, there
is also the expected but unstated requirement of dowry which can be an
important factor in the final negotiations between the families.

The very fact that matrimonial advertisements are couched in a vocab-
ulary of requirements, and that further negotiations are conducted in terms
of demands for dowry, makes it clear that the foundational institution of
the family, marriage, is anchored entirely in considerations of caste identity,
astrologically validated compatibility, and income/class. Marriage for love
1s relatively rare, and the restrictions on young women freely meeting men
preclude such possibilities anyway. This is borne out by the survey data on
marriage choices which shows the predominance of arranged marriages.
A survey conducted in January 2018 showed that 93% of married Indians
said they had an arranged marriage, 3% had what in India is called a “love
marriage” and 2% said they had a “love-cum-arranged marriage”." This
last category refers to relationships that are set up by parents or relatives, the

1" Dr. A. Sathya Narayanan, “What are 36 Gunas in Hindu Marriage?” The Times
of India, January 15, 2018. https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/astrology/relation-
ships-marriage/what-are-36-gunas-in-hindu-marriage/articleshow/68205861.cms

" Rukmini S. (2021) Whole Numbers and Half Truths: What Data Can and Cannot Téll
Us About Modern India. Chennai: Context/Westland. p. 109.
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couple are allowed to meet a few times and figure out their compatibility,
with love hopefully growing along the way. What is interesting is that while
94% of people in their 80s said they had arranged marriages, the figure for
young couples in their twenties remains over 90%, indicating that not much
has changed on this score in half a century. There is a greater likelihood of
love marriages occurring in wealthier and better educated classes, and also a
greater likelihood of these occurring in Christian and Muslim families than
in Hindu ones (ibid.: 110). As such, it is not surprising that 41% of women
report having had no say in their marriage, and only 18% knew their hus-
bands before marriage (ibid.: 117). As a respondent in Snigdha Poonam’s
study of millennials said, “Love marriages are candles that burn brightly for
a short period of time. Parents have more experience of life than us, and
they’ll choose the best partner for us”.*2

12 Snigdha Poonam (2018) Dreamers: How Young Indians Are Changing Their World.
Gurgaon: Penguin Viking. p. 50.
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Caste remains the single most important feature of marriage. A 2014
survey found that less than 10% of urban respondents said that anyone in
their family had married outside their caste, only slightly more outside the
sub-caste, and only 5% of the respondents said that anyone in their family
had married outside their religion. A slightly older survey from 2011-12
found that only 5% of urban respondents had had an inter-caste marriage
themselves and that this had hardly changed over time (ibid: 110). Another
study, conducted in 2016, found that while 55% of young people were ac-
cepting of inter-caste marriage, only 4% said that their own spouse was not
from the same caste as themselves. Unsurprisingly, the same study showed
a convergence between love marriages and inter-caste marriages: of the 6%
of those who said they had had a love marriage, one-third were inter-caste
marriages. 97% of arranged marriages were within caste (ibid: 111).

The prevalence of caste endogamy transcends the urban-rural divide,
such that the probability of more inter-caste marriages in urban house-
holds is low, and curiously lowest in the metropolitan areas. Nor is this
influenced by the levels of development or industrialization of a region:
the rate of caste endogamy is 97% both in the more industrialised state of
Tamil Nadu as well as in the less developed state of Rajasthan.' Levels of
education of the spouses have also been found to have no association with
the probability of inter-caste marriages.™

Inter-religious marriages are even rarer than inter-caste marriages and
face greater impediments, both from within the family and lately also from
vigilante groups calling such marriages ‘love jihad’. Under the Special
Marriage Act, 1954, civil marriages between people of difterent faiths can
be registered, with the couple being required to give one month’s public
notice that is displayed at the office of the Marriage Officer. To further dis-
courage interfaith marriages, the government of the state of Uttar Pradesh
(presently governed by a Hindu fundamentalist regime) enacted an ordi-
nance, the Prohibition of Unlawful Conversion of Religion Ordinance,
2020, requiring a period of two months’ notice if one party wished to

P Kumudini Das, Kailash Chandra Das, Tarun Kumar Roy, Pradeep Kumar Trip-
athy, “Inter-caste Marriages in India: Has it really changed over time?” Paper pre-
sented at the European Population Conference 2010. https://epc2010.princeton.edu/
papers/100157

" Tridip Ray, Arka Roy Chaudhuri and Komal Sahai, “Whose Education Matters?
An Analysis of Inter-Caste Marriages in India”. Indian Statistical Institute, Delhi. Dis-
cussion Paper 17-05, September 2017.
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convert to the other’s religion for purposes of marriage. Interfaith couples
are frequently targeted by vigilante Hindu fundamentalists who threaten
such couples and their families with violence. The Allahabad High Court
in November 2021 delivered a judgment on petitions by 17 interfaith cou-
ples, waiving the requirement' to protect couples intending to marry from
harassment by such groups who would exploit this provision to hound
interfaith couples, sending dire threats of violence to their families.!® Since
threats of this kind have sometimes been carried out by the killing of the
prospective groom, such couples often escape to the safety and anonymity
of cities far from their homes, living like fugitives, when all they have done
is marry for love.

Prejudice against interfaith marriages runs deep in society. A recent
Pew Research Center survey on religion in India'” showed that two-thirds
of Hindus and 80% of Muslims in India see the prevention of religious
intermarriage as a high priority. This is also reflected in the data on friend-
ships which show that young Indians of all faiths mostly have friends from
their own religious community. Friendships that cut across castes tend to
be less common, especially friendships between young upper caste Hindus
and Dalits or Adivasis. In the presence of such social barriers, the possi-
bilities of relationships — whether friendly or romantic — between young
people belonging to different social groups and classes are minimal.

Propagating and Governing the Family

Though family size in India is decreasing, with two or three children
being the current norm, the preference for a male heir continues to be
an abiding feature. The overall decline in fertility — faster than expected —
hides the fact that it is the rate of growth in the birth of girl children that
1s slowing down rather than that of boy children. Between the Censuses

5 https://theprint.in/judiciary/compels-conversion-violates-liberty-why-allahabad-
hc-ripped-into-special-marriage-act/769980/

' Tanishka Sodhi, “How Hindu vigilantes are exploiting a Special Marriage Act
clause to target interfaith couples”. Newslaundry, July 26, 2021. https://www.new-
slaundry.com/2021/07/26/how-hindu-vigilantes-are-exploiting-a-special-marriage-
act-clause-to-target-interfaith-couples See also Namita Bhandare and Surbhi Kar-
wa, “How the Special Marriage Act is Killing Love”. Article-14, October 19, 2020.
https://www.article-14.com/post/how-the-special-marriage-act-is-killing-love

17 Pew Research Center, June 29, 2021, “Religion in India: Tolerance and Segre-
gation”. https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2021/06/29/religion-in-india-toler-
ance-and-segregation/
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of 2001 and 2011, the growth in the number of male children was 5.44%
while that of female children was 4.69%. Gender-biased prenatal sex-se-
lective abortions — abortion of female foetuses — account for the gap, the
poor sex ratio, as well as the decline in fertility rates. As family size has de-
creased, the number of boys in families with one to four children is higher.
Half of families with two children have one boy and one girl, one-third
have two boys, and only one-sixth of such families have two girls. As such,
girls are more likely to be part of larger families, and boys more likely to be
in single-child or smaller families." Along with China and Pakistan, India
registers excess female mortality rates below the age of 5 years, which is
attributed to neglect and gender-biased postnatal sex selection practices. "

The National Family Health Survey-5 (NFHS-5) released in Novem-
ber 2021paints a sorry picture of gender-based violence, child marriage
and gender-based sex-selection. It does record marginal improvements on
some indicators, notably that 88.7% married women participate in house-
hold decisions; 43.3% own a house or land alone or jointly; 78.6% have a
bank account that they operate themselves; and 54% have mobile phones
that they use themselves.?> However, it also shows that while the percent-
age of child marriages has dropped from 26.8% (NFHS-4, 2016) to 23.3%,
every fourth woman between the age of 20-24 years was married below
the legal age of 18. Predictably, this statistic is higher in rural areas (27%)
than in urban (14.7%), and indicates also that more women undergo early
pregnancies.”’ The report also shows that three out of every ten women
aged 18-49 years experiences domestic violence. Discriminatory social
norms are drivers not only of such practices, they also drive the low work-
force participation rate of women, with only 25.6% of women engaging
in paid work.

The low rate of women’s participation in the workforce — 25.6% in
India compared to a global rate of over 50% and rates of 43% and 63%
respectively for China and Bangladesh — is of course partly due to the
demands of unpaid care work that they perform, spending much of their
time looking after the family, especially children and the elderly. A small

'8 Rukmini, op. dt. p. 211.

Y World Economic Forum (2021) Global Gender Gap Report, 2021. p. 13.

2 https://www.tribuneindia.com/news/nation/3-in-10-women-report-violence-
by-spouse-survey-343934

2 https://www.edexlive.com/news/2021/nov/25/nths-5-every-fourth-woman-
aged-20-24-fell-prey-to-child-marriage-even-as-percentage-drops-25844.html
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survey in the state of Rajasthan in 2017 showed that the respondents spent
9.4 hours a day doing unpaid work — such as caring for children, cook-
ing, cleaning, working on the family-owned fields and tending to animals
— compared to 17 minutes per day doing paid work. The 2016 Global
Gender Gap Report showed that Indian women spent an average of 350
minutes per day doing unpaid work, compared to 50 minutes spent by
men on such work.

Unpaid care work is of course only one of the reasons why women’s
labour force participation rates are low. Others — which also point to dis-
criminatory social norms — are the lack of skills needed for paid work or
patriarchal attitudes preventing women from going out to work because
it lowers the family’s prestige.?? The gendered nature of the household
division of labour indicates that relationships within the household are
inegalitarian. The burden of reproductive and care-giving work of course
falls entirely on women. Among the women in the household, daughters-
in-law are more disprivileged than wives and unmarried daughters. In the
households of the labouring and/or landless poor, child labour persists.
Boys may work in the fields, while small girls do the child-rearing of
younger siblings.

In the daily life of the family, the bias towards sons results in gender ine-
quality within the family from the earliest age, with boys being favoured in
the intra-household distribution of food, especially in less well-oft homes.
There 1s evidence to show that male babies are breast-fed for longer than
female babies. Indeed, “a male child in a landed household is likely to be
breast-fed for ten months longer than a female child in an agricultural la-
bouring household” » and in some regions, daughters are weaned on to a
vegetarian diet and sons to a non-vegetarian diet. Little wonder then that
the NFHS-5 shows a substantial gender gap in the occurrence of anaemia:
57% of women between 15-49 years of age have anaemia, compared to
25% of men in the same age group.* Barbara Harriss, citing Arjun Appa-
durai, states that “the gastropolitical socialization of children into roles of

2 https://www.indiaspend.com/more-indian-women-could-opt-for-paid-work-

if-they-found-reliable-caregivers-19547/m

# Barbara Harriss (2007) “The Intrafamily Distribution of Hunger in South Asia”
in Jean Dreze and Amartya Sen, eds. The Political Economy of Hunger. Volume 1: Entitle-
ment and Well-Being. Oxford: Clarendon Press. p. 357.

# Ashwini Deshpande and Ankur Bharadwaj, “Here is what NFHS-5 tells us about
India” Centre for Economic Data and Analysis, Ashoka University. December 3, 2021.
https://ceda.ashoka.edu.in/here-is-what-nths-5-tells-us-about-india/
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demand, aggression, and authority (boys) and deference, meekness, stoi-
cism, and self-preservation (girls) proceeds from the age of about 5” (ibid.:
358). The distinction between boys and girls thus starts early, with female
children being socialized at a very young age into the subordinate roles
that they will occupy in their future as daughters-in-law.»

Family expenditure on boys’ education is also higher than it is for girls.
This discrimination is seen in the choice of school, with a higher per-
centage of boys attending private schools than girls. Private schools are
more expensive, have greater prestige value, more infrastructural facilities
and provide teaching in the English medium — all features that guarantee
greater opportunities and better life-chances.>

Better nutrition standards and educational opportunities, and greater
freedom of movement, provide boys with an early advantage. But when it
comes to the exercise of agency in educational, career and marriage choic-
es, boys and girls are equally expected to render unquestioning obedience
to patriarchal authority. Even in the more prosperous classes, their choice
of subjects of study is guided or directed by parents, mostly the father, with
a view to predetermined career choices (engineering and medicine having
been strong middle-class preferences for decades). In marriage, as we have
already seen, it is caste and parental decision-making that count.

Despite legal and policy measures to check some of the more repre-
hensible practices, many persist. For instance, the law prohibiting dowry
(enacted in 1961 and amended several times since) was intended to com-
bat the spate of dowry-related cruelty, suicides and dowry deaths, but the
practice persists. Similarly, while there is a law against domestic violence,
the legality of marital rape is still under debate today, with courts unwilling
to pronounce it as an offence. Does economic empowerment for women
reduce these forms of abuse? Bina Agarwal’s work suggests that the multi-
ple factors that lend bargaining strength to a person/woman in rural India,
include ownership and control of assets, especially arable land; access to
employment and other means of earning income. Losing assets or losing
a job worsens a woman’s position within the household, and can even

% Arjun Appadurai (1981) “Gastro-politics in Hindu South Asia” in American Eth-
nologist, 8. p. 498.

% Mridusmita Bordoloi and Rukmini Bhugra, “Boys Still Preferred in Fami-
lies” Education Spending Decisions”. Accountability Initiative, September 11, 2020.
https://accountabilityindia.in/blog/boys-still-preferred-in-families-education-spend-
ing-decisions/
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lead to the dissolution of marriage and abandonment by family in times
of acute crisis.” The ability to earn (even if paid less for the same work as
men) can certainly improve the position of the woman within the house-
hold, but we have already noted the low workforce participation rate of
women. Women’s ownership of land and other assets is rare, though laws
of inheritance are facilitative in this respect but social norms are less sup-
portive. As Agarwal writes, “women in South Asia usually forfeit their in-
heritance claims in land in favour of brothers; ...peasant women in north
India and Bangladesh often eat last and least while feeding the best food to
their sons and husbands”.*

To sum up this section of the paper, it is clear that gender-bias strongly
inflects every aspect of the family. The birth of a girl child is unwelcome
and sometimes prevented by pre-natal sex-selective interventions; the girl
child is treated unequally vis-a-vis her brother(s) in terms of both nutrition
and education; the opportunities available for her to work or to acquire
skills/education for work are typically fewer than for her male siblings; she
is trained from an early age to be accepting of a subordinate status, a virtue
that is presumed will stand her in good stead in her future life as a married
woman; and of course she seldom has any agency in the choice of a part-
ner, within or outside of the family’s caste group. As a married woman, she
participates in the reproduction of these gender inequalities as she caters to
the appetites of her husband, strives to produce a male heir, and looks after
her in-laws and children, with male children receiving the same priority as
she has experienced in her natal household. She also accepts, if she is not
herself earning an income, that control over and decision-making about
the allocation of resources is entirely the prerogative of her husband.

Any basic textbook of Indian sociology affirms the fact that the worth
of a man is measured by his success in providing for his family by earning
an income. The worth of a woman, by contrast, lies in her dedicated per-
formance of her role as wife, mother and daughter-in-law. To this end, a
woman is socialised from an early age into thinking about roles and work
as male and female; into accepting that her identity will be defined in rela-
tionship to others, mostly male relatives; and into learning to be self-sacri-
ficing in nature and accomplished in the performance of household duties.

These attributes, both material and ideological, are oftset by some pos-

¥ Bina Agarwal (1997) “‘Bargaining’ and Gender Relations: Within and Beyond
the Household” in Feminist Economics. 3(1). pp. 8-9.
# Ibid., p. 25.
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itive features that, in an exaggerated form, find expression in Indian popu-
lar culture, especially the cinema. Emotional support is probably the most
important of these features. It does not end when children grow up and
leave the household. Traditionally, a woman goes to her natal home for
childbirth and stays there till she has recovered sufficiently to return to
her duties of care and housework in her married home. This has taken a
slightly different turn among the more prosperous classes, whose children
are living in the west. In anticipation of childbirth, parents of the young
mother travel to those countries to take care of the babies and the house-
work. This reinforces the point made earlier that while the household may
be depleted by movement and relocation for work, the bonds of family
remain strong. It is not uncommon to find aged parents living in villages
being dependent upon remittances sent by their children earning liveli-
hoods in the city. If married couples leave the village in search of work
— domestic or otherwise precarious work — parents in the village take care
of children. Even in the same city, it is parents who provide the equivalent
of day-care and baby-sitting facilities, since there is little infrastructure of
this kind provided by the state.

The picture of the Indian family that emerges is thus one of deep and
unjust gender inequalities, on the one hand, and deeply felt and assiduous-
ly practised duties of love and obligation, on the other. For women and
children alike, the dominant values in the family are those of conformity
to patriarchal authority and obedience and submission to considerations
of what is projected as the collective interest of the family or its honour or
standing. The exercise of agency and autonomy, both highly individualistic
qualities, is discouraged. But, even when they are asserted — such as when a
child wishes to pursue a vocation that elicits parental disapproval or wish-
es to marry a person of their own choice, possibly even outside of their
caste/religious group — they are likely to be claimed in partial or modified
form, and in ways that garner parental acceptance, without questioning
the patriarchal authority that is the fundamental defining feature of the
family structure.

Such family values — of hierarchy and deference to authority — can of
course conflict with the demands of an increasingly individualistic and ma-
terialistic modern capitalist society. But such discomforts have been nego-
tiated even in decades past. Writing about westernization in the 1960s, the
legendary sociologist M.N. Srinivas used the telling metaphor of the shirt
(a western-style garment) that a man wears to the office but the moment
he enters his home after work, he takes it oft and hangs it up. With that
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action, he turns his back on the world of modernity and westernization
outside the home, and reverts to being the traditional caste patriarch of the
family. The separation between the public and the private spheres may of
course be less rigid today, with a greater inter-penetration between them.

How might we think about the Indian Family and the Common Good?

To address the question of the Indian family and its relationship to the
common good, I propose to pick an example of an important challenge
presently confronting contemporary Indian society and, drawing upon the
insights of survey data, tease out possible connections between family rela-
tionships and social relationships that illuminate the issue. What might be
the relationship between the qualities and virtues encouraged within the
family in the private sphere, and the qualities and virtues of civic citizen-
ship in the public sphere? The issue I pick up to frame this discussion is the
inter-religious hatred and violence that threatens today to tear apart the
social fabric of Indian society, and in the achievement of which there is a
substantial involvement of young people, especially young men.

For close to a decade now, India has witnessed a rupturing of its secular
social and political fabric as a result of a political agenda of Hindu trium-
phalism, backed by political authority. This has resulted not just in laws and
policies that threaten minorities, but also in hate speech, vigilante violence
and lynching that target minorities, especially Muslims but also Christians,
as objects of attack. There is a sophisticated propaganda machinery that
cultivates hate on social media, and the mobs of young men that typically
carry out such violence are empowered by the promise of legal impunity,
to the extent that their victims often end up being charged with commit-
ting legal oftences. Violence is visited upon minorities for their religious
practices, their clothing (such as the hijab), their food choices (such as
beef), and their choice of partner (especially if it happens to be a Hindu).
We do not yet have a satisfactory answer to the question of why these
mobs behave in the way they do, but there is enough evidence to show
that the violence and hate are politically manufactured through the astute
use of emotive triggers that construct wholly fantastical and imaginary
narratives of history in which the Hindu has been the oppressed victim of
centuries of Muslim rule, which it is now time to avenge.

School and university textbooks, based on decades of robust historical
research, are rubbished as partisan and part of a liberal elite conspiracy to
delude. Correcting the imagined wrongs of history takes the unedifying
form of revenge history-writing, through invented or distorted information
amplified as tit-bits on social media like WhatsApp and Twitter. This phe-
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nomenon has given rise to the term “WhatsApp University” coined by the
leading journalist, Ravish Kumar. It is verily an alternate university, the site
of fake and manufactured news, misinformation and menacingly suggestive
commentary, that circulates relentlessly and is unquestioningly believed.

These forms of misinformation are uniformly and explicitly animated
by a hatred of not just secular but also liberal values. This is manifested in
an intolerance of dissenting opinion, even the denial of the right to free-
dom of speech and expression to those who disagree; in a disrespect for the
rule of law, and indeed the assertion of the prerogative of the empowered
mob to take the law into its own hands and execute illegal retribution for
eating or wearing something that does not meet with the mob’s approval;
and in the denial of equality to all citizens, especially to those belonging
to religious minorities and the lowest caste groups. Civilised disagreement
and dialogue between citizens as equals are anathema to this way of think-
ing and acting.

The propensity to be triggered to anger, outrage and even violence, by
such narratives can be attributed to the poor quality of education and to
the acute frustration about the lack of employment opportunities. In Snig-
dha Poonam’s interviews with several young men and women over a peri-
od of time, anger and anxiety combine to produce a sense of hopelessness
about the future, and the turn to Hindu supremacist politics as an outlet.”
I would submit that this may also, at least partially, be attributable to the
failure of the family to provide young people with the moral resources
that could enable them to negotiate the world of broader social relation-
ships as civic-minded citizens. I will illustrate this argument by drawing
upon recent survey data from four reports, published between 2017 and
2021, on different aspects of society and politics. All four surveys have
been conducted by the most credible researchers from the Centre for the
Study of Developing Societies, Delhi and the Lokniti Network it hosts, in
collaboration with, variously, the Azim Premji University, Bangalore and
the Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, Delhi.

The survey of youth aspirations and visions for the future* showed that
over 60% of young people live with their parents, and another 16% live
with their parents along with their spouse. Only 18% said they lived sepa-

* Poonam, op. cit., pp.111-14.

" Lokniti-Centre for the Study of Developing Societies & the Konrad Adenauer
Stiftung (2021) Indian Youth: Aspirations and Vision for the Future. This was a sample sur-
vey of 6277 respondents between 15-34 years of age, across 18 major states of India.

The Family as a Relational Good: the Challenge of Love | 173



NIRAJA GOPAL JAYAL

rately with their spouse. All aftirmed strong and strengthening bonds with
their families. In fact, 45% of the respondents said that they prioritised
their families over their friendships and careers. On being asked about the
reasons for choosing their subject of study, about 40% said they had cho-
sen it out of interest, and 17% said it was because their parents and other
relatives had advised them to pick those subjects.

Another survey’' put the following statements on the ‘role of women’
to respondents:

Family A woman should prioritise managing home over outside work.
Women and men should have equal responsibility for child rearing.

Marriage It is up to women to decide whom to get married to.
Women should have the right to decide to get married or not.

Education  Educating boys is more important than educating girls.
and Work  Men should be paid more than women even if it’s the same job.
Women should have 50% reservations in all jobs

The results of the survey showed that 35% of the male as well as female
respondents said that women should prioritise home over paid work; less
than half (44%) said that women have the right to decide whether to marry
and 42% that they have a right to decide who to marry. While these are
reasonably high percentages, the fact remains that more than half the re-
spondents were not in complete agreement. 12% were emphatic that wom-
en should not have the right to decide whom to marry and 11% that they
should not have the right to decide whether or not to marry. Women re-
spondents supported more strongly their right to choose their own partner.
Interestingly, 63% of male and 66% of female respondents agreed strongly
that men and women should have equal responsibility for child rearing.

On education and work, 30% of the respondents agreed (strongly or
somewhat) that educating boys is more important than educating girls, and
only 44% felt that men and women should be paid the same wage for the
same job. 38% of female respondents felt that it was valid for them to have
a 50% quota in jobs, but surprisingly as many as 30% of male respondents

> The Centre for Regional Political Economy, Azim Premji University, Bengaluru
with Lokniti-CSDS (2018) Politics and Society Between Elections 2019. The survey was
conducted among 24,092 respondents in 12 states of India.
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thought so too.? Another interesting finding to emerge from this study was
on the question of who citizens approach to resolve various disputes relat-
ing to property, marriage or domestic violence. The majority of respond-
ents said they would approach family members or other village elders, in
preference to the police or the courts (ibid.: Chapter 4.B, pp. 178-80).
These survey findings are indicative of the substantial acceptability of tra-
ditional gender roles and respect for familial authority.

Another two surveys® — of different sets of states — surveyed attitudes
towards members of other religious and caste communities, throwing up
disturbing findings. They found that almost three-quarters of the respond-
ents supported majoritarian nationalism. Only 6% avowed a strong liberal
nationalism, and another 17% a weak liberal nationalist position. But the
overwhelming majority was clearly in favour of the majoritarian national-
ism promoted by the ruling Hindu nationalist party. Surprisingly, major-
itarian sentiments were expressed by all social groups from the bottom to
the top of the caste hierarchy, though the highest percentage of support for
this ideology came from 84% of upper caste Hindus. Interestingly, those
educated to college level and above had the strongest (76%) majoritarian
attitudes. The support for religious majoritarianism found articulation in
views such as that the state should punish those who eat beef or do not
respect the cow as also those who do not stand for the national anthem.

In the 2018 survey of 8 states, more than half the respondents in four
large states freely expressed a preference for dictatorship over democra-
cy. Upper caste Hindus tended to support majoritarian nationalism more
than others, with four out of every five Hindus again saying that the state
should punish those who do not stand for the national anthem, those who
eat beef and those who engage in religious conversion. Over a third of
respondents disapproved of the statement that people should be allowed to
make fun of religious communities other than their own. In seven out of
the eight states polled, between 30 and 40% of the respondents disagreed
with the proposition that people should be allowed to freely promote vi-

2 Ibid.: Chapter 2.C, pp. 70-9.

* CSDS and Azim Premji University (2017) Society and Politics Between Elections: A
Report. Delhi. This survey had a sample size of 7,770 in four large states of India, Odi-
sha, Karnataka, Haryana and Gujarat; and Azim Premji University and CSDS-Lokniti
(2018) Politics and Society Between Elections 2018. Bengaluru. The latter survey had a
sample size of 16,680 respondents in 8 Indian states.

** CSDS, 2017: Chapter 3.
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olence against other communities. However, the percentage of those who
agreed partially or fully with the proposition was not insignificant, varying
between 22 and 47%, with Bihar showing support to the tune of 61%. It
1s also telling that rural respondents agreed either fully or partially with the
view that persons promoting violence against other communities should
be allowed to express this view openly.

To sum up, the survey data in these four reports shows that the vast
majority of young people not only have close ties to their parents, but
continue to live with them. The bonds of love, though admirable, are not
always unconditional, being finely balanced against the burdens of obliga-
tions. This rootedness also explains the acceptance of the caste hierarchy,
and supports the findings of widespread acceptability for the customary
definition of gender roles and the lack of autonomy for women. The le-
gitimacy of patriarchal authority is reflected in the survey finding of the
preference for dictatorship over democracy, which in turn coheres with
electoral support for populist rule by a strong and decisive leader. The sup-
port for majoritarian religious nationalism indicates not only the power of
political propaganda but also the tendency to accept narratives emanating
from authority instead of subjecting them to rational interrogation.

The family admittedly promotes the practice of many private virtues —
among them love, respect, and mutual obligation. But the practice of these
virtues is arguably limited to a circumscribed circle, in a way that not only
excludes those who belong to different caste groups and difterent faiths,
but encourages intolerance of and permits hatred towards those who are
difterent. Filial respect for, and obedience to, the wishes of elders in the
family, translates easily into unquestioning obedience to authority figures
in the polity. Similarly, the recipients of love are typically relations by blood
or marriage, but such affection does not easily transcend the boundaries of
the family or the extended kin group. Despite the avowal and often dutiful
performance of relational obligations and a fairly highly developed sense
of reciprocity in the family, these qualities are also restricted to members
of the family, however expansively family is defined.

Let me then return to the question of how conceptions of the common
good at the level of the family relate to those at the level of society and
polity. Traditional family values would tend to support the idea that the
determination of what constitutes the common good is the prerogative
of patriarchal authority which, defined by age and gender, itself derives
legitimacy as the bearer and upholder of custom, tradition and stability.
They could also be accepting of the idea that it is not altogether illegiti-
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mate for private interests to inform the actions of individuals in the public
sphere — the oft-remarked propensity for nepotism being an example. The
tamily is characterised by strong and thick ties that render solidarity with
anonymous fellow-citizens difficult, especially in the context of a society
marked by caste and religious differences. As such, family values, and the
caste and gender biases implicit in them, are not particularly conducive to
a more generalised sense of the common good.

When the private virtues do not translate into public virtues, the con-
tribution of the family as a social institution to the larger common good is
at best ephemeral and at worst detrimental. When people are not habituat-
ed to act in accordance with egalitarian principles of mutual respect in the
private sphere, the family does not generate positive externalities for soci-
ety. Family may not be responsible for the creation of a society in which
hatred and violence are applauded, but it does arguably fail to provide
its young with the moral compass to appreciate why such a society does
not represent a desirable normative form of collective life. The experience
of socialisation in the family appears not to equip India’s youth with an
appreciation of the values of pluralism, diversity, tolerance, inclusion and
social harmony. At a time of grave crisis such as the present, it is not at all
clear where we may find the moral resources that could foster practices of
citizenship and civic solidarity.
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Migration is a shared condition of humanity.! Migrations are written
in our genome and encoded in our bodies: in our bipedalism, in our ste-
reoscopic vision, in our central nervous system.> Modern humans are the
children of immigration. Migrations are complex, multi-determined, and
not easily reduced to deterministic algorithms. They elude simple mech-
anistic models of causality because they unfold in complex ecologies in-
volving demographic factors, economic variables, social practices, political
processes, historical relationships, and, the environment itself.?

! “According to the genetic and paleontological record, we only started to leave
Africa between 60,000 and 70,000 years ago. What set this in motion is uncertain, but
we think it has something to do with major climatic shifts that were happening around
that time — a sudden cooling in the Earth’s climate driven by the onset of one of the
worst parts of the last Ice Age”. When humans first migrated “out of Africa they left ge-
netic footprints still visible today” (Map of Human Migration, see https://genographic.
nationalgeographic.com/human-journey/ accessed January 2, 2017).

2 “Diverse species have emerged over the course of human evolution, and a suite
of adaptations have accumulated over time, including upright walking, the capacity to
make tools, enlargement of the brain, prolonged maturation, the emergence of com-
plex mental and social behavior, and dependence on technology to alter the surround-
ings”. (Climate Effects on Human Evolution http://humanorigins.si.edu/research/
climate-and-human-evolution/climate-effects-human-evolution Accessed, January 3,
2017). Indeed, migration is a precursor of modern humans, “the open-country suite of
features inferred for Homo erectus had evolved together and provided the adaptations
for dispersal beyond Africa. These features foreshadowed those of more recent Homo
sapiens and included large, linear bodies, elongated legs, large brain sizes, reduced sex-
ual dimorphism, increased carnivory, and unique life history traits (e.g., extended on-
togeny and longevity) as well as toolmaking and increased social cooperation” (Antdn,
Potts, and Aiello, 2014 http://science.sciencemag.org/content/345/6192/1236828).

> Forman and Ramanathan (2019). Editor, Marcelo Suirez-Orozco, In Humanitar-
ianism & Mass Migration: Confronting a World Crisis. UC Press. https://bit.ly/3vIN3ZG

178 | The Family as a Relational Good: the Challenge of Love



THE FAMILY: LOVE AND WORK IN THE GREAT MIGRATIONS OF THE 21ST CENTURY

Global migrations are transforming the shape of families the world over.
While there are many motivations and pathways for migration, large-scale
migration is not random. It follows predicable corridors. At the proximate
level migration is a household matter. Distinct patterns of kinship, family,
and social organization carve the pathways for worldwide migratory jour-
neys. The fundamental unit of migration is the family — variously defined
in difterent parts of the world and structured by culturally coded legislative,
economic, reproductive, religious and symbolic forms. At the distal level,
immigration is multiply-determined by labor markets, demographic imbal-
ances, wage differentials, technological change, and environmental factors,
however, on the ground, it is the family that makes migration work.

The broad features of large-scale migration over the last four genera-
tions can be analytically divided into three distinct chapters: (1) the rise
of labor migration which (2) begat family re-unification, which (3) begat
the rise of the immigrant second generation. During the war and post-war
there were concentrated efforts to bring temporary guest workers into the
high-income countries of Europe and the United States — industry and ag-
riculture got the much-needed field hands and, for the immigrants, family
remittances were a central motivation for these flows. In the U.S. a war-ef-
fort program was created by executive order called the “Mexican Farm
Labor Program” in 1942. This so-called “bracero” guest-worker program
ignited the largest migration flow in U.S. history as Mexicans responded to
the call for braceros in US field and farms. In due time, as migrant workers
settled, the rise to family reunification gave kinetic momentum to new
migration flows around the world. Third and most recently, the rise of
the second generation came to define the immigration landscape in many
high-income countries as migrant workers, newly re-unified with family
members, begat the immigrant origin second-generation.

Familyhood Across Borders: Immigrant Family Relations in Transnation-
al Perspective

Immigration typically starts with the family and family bonds sustain it.
“Love and work”, Freud’s words on the well-lived life, are useful to think
about migration as an adaptation of and for the family: it is initiated for the
family and the family is deeply transformed by immigration. One family
starts the migration process and another, reconstituted family, completes
the process.

Increasingly “familyhood” is experienced and conducted by hundreds
of millions of families across national borders as international migration
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has grown significantly since the turn of the millennium. According to
the most recent United Nations data, the number of international mi-
grants worldwide reached 281 million in 2020, up from 220 million in
2010 and 173 million in 2000.* “The percentage of migrants in the global
population increased from 2.8% in 2000 to 3.6% in the present”.* In 2020,
two-thirds of all international migrants were living in ten high-income
countries. “The majority of all international migrants live in the United
States of America (50.6 million, or 18.1% of the world’s total), followed
by Germany (15.8 m), Saudi Arabia with 13.5 million migrants, the Rus-
sian Federation (11.6 m), the United Kingdom (9.4 m), the United Arab
Emirates (8.7 m), France (8.5 m), Canada (8.1 m), Australia (7.7 m), and
Italy with 6.4 million migrants”.®

The largest international corridors of human migration are in Asia, Eu-
rope, and the Americas. In 2020, “India was the largest country of origin
of international migrants (18 million emigrants), followed by Mexico (11
million). Other countries of origin with large emigrant populations in-
clude the Russian Federation (over 10 million), China (10 million), Bang-
ladesh (7 million)”.

COVID-19 impacted global migrations with geologic force. According
to UN estimates, pandemic restrictions and border-closing likely reduced
the total number of immigrants “may have reduced the growth in the
stock of international migrants by around two million. In other words, had
there not been COVID-19, the number of international migrants in 2020
would have likely been around 283 million”.”

Over the last two generations, internal migration has been on the rise:
“The estimated number of internal migrants (migrants inside of their

* World Migration Report, 2022 https://bit.ly/3v9KCpz

> International Organization for Migration, Migration in the World https://bit.
ly/3NW]J8Y5

¢ See https://bit.ly/3NXMIkN

7 Notably, migrant families have been particularly affected by the COVID-19 pan-
demic in a number of ways — many have lost their employment in the destination
country and have been unable to return to their home. Some of them ended up in an
irregular status in destination countries. Others have been forced to stay in inadequate
accommodation with limited COVID-19 safety measures in place. The families of mi-
grants have also suffered through the loss of much needed remittances. Survey and in-
terview respondents highlighted the plight, in particular, of migrant domestic workers
who have been confined to private homes and exploited by abusive employers. https://
bit.ly/3spMPvp
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country of origin) is 763 million”.* These internal migrations reshape the
families in many similar ways as international migrations given the time
and distance that families spend apart.

The Family (Re)Shaped by Migration

While scholarship on immigration has tended to focus on labor, demo-
graphic, and economic factors, an underappreciated enduring propellant,
the migrant family, has been under-studied.

Shortly after losing her husband to cancer, a Filipina nurse makes the
migratory journey to the outskirts of San Diego, working long shifts to
support her four young children who have stayed behind in the care of
her mother. A Haitian accountant from Port-au-Prince reluctantly leaves
his family to find work as a taxi driver in Boston to save for his youngest
daughter’s costly medical treatment. The oldest Salvadorian brother in a
family of 5 siblings takes the trek north to work to support his siblings” ed-
ucational aspirations. Countless such sacrifices constitute the ethical logic
of family migration all over the world.” Ja Immigration is, most often, an
ethical act of and for the family. For well over a billion people (interna-
tional and inter migrants and the family members left behind), “family-
hood” today is experienced across long distances and across borders.

Immigration — often framed as a sacrificial act made by some members
for the greater good — unsettles and irrevocably changes the very fabric of
the family. Even under the best of circumstances, the family is never the
same after migration. Migrations often begin tentatively as target-earning
sojourn, with a plan of eventually returning home; yet most migrations
result in protracted family separations that deeply threaten the identity and
cohesion of the family, transforming well-established roles, creating new
loyalties and bonds, and destabilizing cultural scripts of authority, reciproc-
ity, and responsibility.

In this paper, we locate the family at the center of global migrant jour-
neys, revealing just how dislocating immigration becomes to its form and
coherence. We review the prominence of transnational familyhood and its
implications for the meaning of family life in an age of mass migration.
We consider what it means to be a parent, a child, or even a “family unit”
in transnational circumstances. We examine the reverberations of transna-
tional parenting on children, parents, and extended family dynamics. Is the

# International Organization for Migration, 2018 https://bit.ly/20B5CQh
? https://bit.ly/3vaRY
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biological far-away parent who sends remittances more, or less, a parent
than the grandparent or aunt and uncle or fictive kin who cares for the
child’s daily needs across most of their childhood? Is the child’s attachment
to the everyday caretaking parental figure of a different sort than the at-
tachment to the biological long-distance parent? Upon reunification, how
are the legislative, social, and symbolic functions of family life negotiated
among members who had lived familyhood at a distance? Finally, we sug-
gest that migration policies should be more attentive to the family — in its
enormous diversity and plasticity the world over — as the fundamental unit
of migration.

Family Separations

Global migrations are transforming the shape, essence, and definition of
the family.'"” While across immigrant communities, cultural norms typically
place the parent-child relationship at the center of the family, the lived re-
alities of migration create new patterns of caretaking which come to trans-
form and expand notions of just what and who is family. Migrations create
extended family separations which result in biological parents providing
long-distance financial care while caretakers (often provided by extended
or fictive kin like comadres and compadres) provide the daily experience-near
care of the children left behind. Extended separations lead to complex
attachments to both the symbolic parents (daily caretakers) and biological
parents who may become abstractions over time. Reunifications lead to
complex and poignant adjustments for all parties in the caretaking arrange-
ment. This long-distance familyhood — while still kin-based — complicate
the paradigm of mother/father/children integrative family life.

Historically, male target-earners left first, establishing a beachhead in a
new land while sending vital remittances home. Over time, when finan-
cially and legally possible, the process of bringing relatives — wife, children,
and others — left behind, began. In recent decades, however, immigration
has achieved more of a gender balance. Today, men represent 51.9% of the

' Nancy Foner, “Introduction: Intergenerational Relations in Immigrant Fami-

lies:-in Across Generations: Immigrant Families in America, ed. Nancy Foner (New York:
NYU Press, 2009), 1-20; Ramaswami Mahalingam, Sundari Balan, and Kristine M.
Molina, “Transnational Intersectionality: A Critical Framework for Theorizing Moth-
erhood” in Handbook of Feminist Family Studies, ed. Sally A. Lloyd, April L. Few, and
Katherine R. Allen (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2009), 69-80; United Nations De-
velopment Programme, Human Development Report 2009 — Overcoming Barriers: Human
Mobility and Development (Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009).
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global migrant population; women represent 48.0%."" In the high-income
countries, there has been a voracious appetite for service workers drawing
women from a variety of developing countries to care for “other people’s
children’s”. In rapidly aging countries, these immigrant workers are also
summoned to care for “other people’s aging parents”.!? Large sectors of the
“pink-collar” occupations and other labor niches requiring emotional la-
bor have also attracted immigrant women. When migrating mothers leave
their children behind, extended family members, such as grandparents or
aunts, often become the primary caretakers with the help of the father (if
he remains local and is still part of the family). In many other cases, both
parents go ahead, leaving the children in the care of extended family."

As migrant households gain a firmer foot in the new country, new-
borns begin the growth of the immigrant second-generation. Thus, new
complex-blended families incorporate a range of settled migrants, newly
arrived children left behind, and citizen children, born in the new land."

Unauthorized status further challenges the immigrant family. In the
United States some 10.5 million undocumented immigrants face extraor-
dinary challenges. According to the Pew Research Center, over half of im-
migrant Latinos in the US “worry a lot or some that they or someone they
know could be deported — a higher share than among U.S.-born Latinos,
28% of whom say they have the same concerns”.” Families with undoc-
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umented heads-of-household have been involuntarily wrenched apart by
workplace as well as in-home raids conducted by immigration authorities.
This leaves citizen children behind, sometimes in the care of relatives,
sometimes in the care of foster homes, and sometimes forced to relocate
to a country they have never known.'

Seemingly in perpetual motion, the immigrant family is destined for
separations and, with luck, reunifications. Here, then, is immigration’s
bittersweet paradox: while it is motivated by the well-being of the family,
in reality it wrenches the family apart.

The United Nations Human Development Report suggests that family
separations are widespread and have lasting repercussions. In a nationally
representative survey of documented immigrants within North America,
nearly a third of the six-to eighteen-year-olds had been separated from
at least one parent for two or more years. Notably, the rates of separation
were highest for children of Latin American origin, who account for more
than half of all migrants to the United States."”

In a U.S. bicoastal study conducted with 400 recently arrived immigrant
youth from China, the Dominican Republic, various countries in Central
America, Haiti, and Mexico attending public schools, we found- that the
majority of the immigrant children had been separated from one or both
parents for protracted periods of time — from six months to ten years."
Nearly three-quarters of the youth were separated from one or both of
their parents during the migration process. We found significant differenc-
es between groups in regard to family separations: Chinese families were
least likely to be separated over the course of migration (52%), while the
vast majority of Central American (88%) and Haitian children (85%) were
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separated from either one or both of their parents during the course of mi-
gration."” Approximately 26% of children in the study were separated from
both parents, for some period of time, a pattern most often occurring in
Central American families (54%). Separations from mothers only occurred
most frequently in Dominican families (40%), and separations from fathers
only were most frequently found in Mexican families (33%).%

The length of separation from parents was unexpectedly long, with
some children reporting separation from one or both parents for nearly
their entire childhood. The length of separation varied widely across re-
gions of origin. Of the youth who were separated only from their mothers,
Central American children endured separations lasting four or more years,
as did approximately one-third of both the Dominican and the Haitian
families. Chinese and Mexican children underwent fewer and shorter sep-
arations from their mothers.?’ When separations from the fathers occurred
during migration, they were often very lengthy or permanent ones.?? For
those families who were separated, 28% had separations from fathers that
lasted more than four years. This was the case for 44% of the Haitian, 42%
of the Central American, and 28% of the Dominican families.?

What are the psychological effects of the separations? When comparing
youth who had not undergone family separations with youth who had,
we found that those who arrived as a family unit were less likely to re-
port symptoms of depression or anxiety.* Those who had undergone the
longest separations from their mothers reported the highest levels of mood
disorders. Generally, we found that the highest levels of distress were re-
ported by youth who had undergone medium- and long-term separations.
Not surprisingly, we found the lowest rates of psychological distress among
youth who had not been separated from their mothers or who had under-
gone separations of less than two years from their fathers. Youth who had
undergone separations of four or more years from their mothers reported
the greatest distress. Many of these children had stayed behind with their

1 Ibid.

2 Ibid.

2! Ibid.

22 Tbid.

% Tbid. Carola Suarez-Orozco, Irina Todorova, and Josephine Louie, “‘Making Up-
for Lost Time’: The Experience of Separation and Reunification among Immigrant
Families”:* Family Process 41 (Dec. 2002):625.

# Suarez-Orozco et al., “I Felt Like My Heart Was Staying Behind”; 222. Unless
otherwise indicated, all quoted statements from participants appear in this same article.
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tathers rather than with grandparents or with aunts and uncles. We learned
that two-caretaker (both grandparents or aunt-uncle) homes had afforded
more stable care as well as better, extended supports.

The poignancy of separations became clear to us as we listened to teach-
ers, parents, and above all, immigrant youth. Insightful school personnel
often spontaneously brought up the issue of family separations and sub-se-
quent reunifications as a challenge facing their immigrant students. The
director of an international center in a Boston area high school summed
up the challenge:

I feel like I need to give [students] a great deal of personal and
emotional support in the transition they are making. You know, the
whole issue of family separations. There are a lot of emotional is-
sues, which come into this. We have people here from China, from
Brazil, from Haiti, from Central America, and what is interesting is
that they are all talking about the same issues — “I don’t know how
to live with my parent”.
Few topics were more difficult to broach with immigrant families than
their time apart. Many of our otherwise talkative informants became mon-
osyllabic when we posed questions about this topic, and many youths ad-
mitted that their family simply never discussed their time apart.®

The act of separation was often described as one of the hardest things
about coming to the United States. Jamisa,* a fourteen-year-old Domin-
ican girl, said, “The day I left my mother I felt like my heart was staying
behind. Because she was the only person I trusted — she was my life. I felt
as if a light had extinguished. I still have not been able to get used to living
without her”.

In many cases, parents left their children when they were infants and
toddlers. While the parents told us that they had hoped to reunite quickly
with their children, the separations turned out to be much more protract-
ed than anticipated. A host of other challenges associated with migration
often exacerbated family separations. These included barriers due to lan-
guage and cultural differences, long working hours typically at low wages,
displacement from familiar settings, cultural disorientation, and a limited
social support system for the family. Lack of documentation and concerns

% For details about the sources of, and coding of, the qualitative data here, see Su-
arez-Orozco et al., Learning a New Land.

% All names used throughout this chapter are pseudonyms to protect the identity
of participants.
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about security exponentially added to the distress of having the family torn
apart.

Rosario, a Salvadoran mother of three, told us:

I never thought it would be so long. But I had no choice. My hus-
band had been killed and my children had no one else. I had to make
the journey to El Norte. I left them with my mother, hoping I could
send for them in a few months, but life here is so expensive. I sent
money back every month to take care of them and saved every dollar
I could. I spent nothing on myself. My life was better in El Salvador.
Here I had no friends. I was always lonely. I missed my children
desperately and my family. I worked all the time. But a safe crossing
was so expensive for three children.
Parents, especially mothers, maintained contact with their children through
a series of strategies that included regular remittances, weekly phone calls,
the exchange of letters, sending photos and gifts, email and Skype, and oc-
casionally return visits, when finances and documentation status allowed.
Over time, these contacts played an ever more important role in nurturing
the memory of the absent parent in the child’s mind.

The capacity to send remittances to support children and family mem-
bers is the core motivation behind the majority of the parental absences in
our study. Few children, however, seem to have a clear sense of why their
parents are away. A fifteen-year-old Guatemalan girl, Amparo, was an ex-
ception: “I remember that my grandparents would tell me that my parents
had to go to work so they could send money for us to live on”.

Children recalled gifts that were sent, sometimes on special occasions,
in the form of money so they could buy what they liked, but also in the
torm of lovingly selected items sent with visitors. Lupita, a twelve-year-
old Mexican girl, recounted, “My parents would send dolls, necklaces,
clothes, and perfume. Things they thought I would like”. For some, the
gifts served to salve the absence of the parent. Leandro, a twelve-year-old
Mexican boy, explained, “[My grandparents| would say to me, ‘Son, do
you. miss your mother?” I would say, Yes: and then go and play. With the
video games she sent I would forget everything”.

Staying in touch by sending gifts was a tangible means of maintaining
contact. Nevertheless, a few children reported that no amount of material
goods could provide what they wanted: a parent’s presence and active in-
volvement in their daily life. For example, fourteen-year-old Bao Yu said
“Even though he kept sending me new beautiful clothes — so what? I felt
that he is my father, he should stay with me, and see how I grow up”.
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While some children had memories of their parents, for others, memories
began to fade. For instance, Araceli, a sixteen-year-old Guatemalan girl
whose mother left when she was two (and did not see her until eight years
later when her asylum papers where finally granted), told us, “I would
look at the pictures of my mother, and I would think that I would like to
meet her because I could not remember her. I would say, “What a pretty
mom — I would like to meet her’”. For a number of immigrant youth, the
parents in the picture were parents in name only — long-distance benev-
olent figures ambiguously present but with whom the children had little
first-hand experience.

Over time, many families found it difficult to maintain meaningful
steady long-distance communication — especially those enduring long-
term separations. Communication was hardest for parents who had left
children behind when they were very young; as the children grew up, the
parent became an abstraction. As the mother of a 12-year-old Salvadoran
boy, Manuel, explained: “They lived with my mother in El Salvador. I left
when they were babies. I spoke to the eldest once a month by phone. As
the little one grew, I spoke to him, too. But since he didn’t know me, our
communication was quite short. I really had to pull the words out of him”.

In listening to parents, it was evident that the absent child remained a
daily sustaining presence in their lives. For children, however, the story
was different. Especially in cases of long-term absences, for many youths
it was a case of out of sight, out of mind. Often, the day-to-day caretakers
took on the parenting function along with the psychological role of being
the symbolic “mother” and “father”.

Family Perspectives: During the Reunification Phase

We might expect that after so many sacrifices, family reunification
would be joyful. Indeed, many children, especially those whose separa-
tions were short-term or from only one parent, described the moment of
reunification with the word happy. A thirteen-year-old Guatemalan girl
said that on the day she got together with her mother, “[I was] so happy.
[t was my dream”.

Yet for many children who had endured protected separations, the re-
unification was quite complicated. In almost all cases, the children re-
called that their parents welcomed them in a highly emotional and tearful
manner. For parents the reunification signified the joyful conclusion of
a painful period of sacrifice and struggle to bring the family together.
For the children, however, the reunification was the beginning of a new
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and emotionally laden phase. For them, it meant entering a new life in
a new land to be raised by a new set of adults. They reported intense
feelings of disorientation. As 13-year-old Celeste from Haiti confided, “I
didn’t know who I was going to live with or how my life was going to
be. I knew of my father, but I did not know him”. Even under optimal
circumstances, migrating to a different country and adopting a new way
of life is disorienting. Yet for many youths in our study, the process was
complicated by uncertainty about whether they would feel comfortable in
their own homes, how they would get along with the people they would
be living with, and what their everyday routines would be. These children
were experiencing two migrations — one to a new country and another to
a new family.

Araceli, a cautious thirteen-year-old from Guatemala whose father left
before her birth and whose mother left when she was a year old, not reu-
niting with her until nine years later, told us:

[ felt very strange, and since I didn’t know my mother. I saw a lot

of women [at the airport] but didn’t know who my mom was. And

when she came to hug me, I said to her, “Are you my mom?” |

didn’t hug her very hard because I didn’t know her or anything. I

didn’t have that much trust or didn’t feel that comfortable with her.
Youth display a range of emotions from a short-term sense of disorienta-
tion to sadness to anger. For some, the extended absence led to a sustained
rejection of the parent they believe abandoned them. In such cases, the
damage of the long absence led to rifts that seemed challenging to traverse.
Some were unforgiving, and by the time parents re-entered their life, it
was too late. These youth had grown accustomed to living without the
missing parent; they were ready to assert greater independence and were
unwilling to submit to the parents’ authority after an extended separation.
A 14-year-old Chinese girl, An, confided that after a nine-year absence,
“Suddenly I had another creature in my life called ‘father’ ... I was too old
by then and I could no longer accept him into my life”.

Some parents perceived the socio-emotional ruptures and patiently
worked to rebuild a bridge across the emotional chasm. The mother of
a fourteen-year-old Honduran, Felipe, told us: “It was really hard at the
beginning because we had been separated for five years [H]e barely trusted
me, but now, little by little we are building something”. But other parents
were less patient; hurt, and indeed enraged that their children did not
appreciate the sacrifices made on their behalf. A Haitian father, who had
worked years to bring over his daughter, said between clenched teeth,
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“She barely looks at me. All she does is complain that she wants to be back
with her aunt, and she just treats me like a bank ATM”.

Parents and adolescents shared with us that reunifications were especial-
ly complicated when youth had to adapt to entirely new family members,
particularly new stepparents (or partners) or new siblings (or stepsiblings).
For example, twelve-year-old Inez from Mexico admitted that she had not
wanted to migrate because “I did not know anybody and I was going to
live with a man [a new stepfather] I did not like”. Many admitted outright
jealously. The mother of thirteen-year-old Nicaraguan Enrique disclosed:
“We are getting used to each other. We are both beginning a difterent life
together ... [T]he kids are jealous of each other and my husband is jealous
of them. ... Jealousy exists between those who were born here and those
who were not”. It was not unusual for the youth to envy attention lavished
on new siblings (or stepsiblings). As 14-year-old Bao Yu articulately stated,
“Now whenever I see how my father spends time playing with my young-
er sister, I always get mad that he never gave me fatherly love. Now I think
he is trying to make up to my younger sister”. This pattern of envy often
led to tension and conflict between family members.

The moment of reunification was thus interlaced with contradictory
emotions, as children had to leave the caretakers who became their de facto
parents during the absence of the immigrant parent. A 16-year-old Guate-
malan, Marisol, explained, “I loved living with them [the grand- parents]
because they were really sweet people. They were wonderful parents. For
me they are not like grandparents, they are like my parents because they
understand me [and] they love me I did not want to leave them”.

Understandably, many adolescents describe bittersweet feelings upon
reunification because of this loss of the caretakers with whom they had
daily contact. Marisol told us: “I was sad because I had left my grandpar-
ents behind but happy to be together with my mother”. Similarly, elev-
en-year-old Honduran Juan told us: “I was crying because 1 was leaving
my grandfather. I had conflicting feelings. On the one hand I wanted to
see my mother, but on the other I did not want to leave my grandfather”.
Such double separations and losses are major disruptions in these young-
sters” lives. In these families, the grandparents also endured two sets of
major separations. The elderly had said good-byes to their own children
when the family migration began, and then had to bid farewell to their
grand-children whom they had raised as their own children.

Many parents expressed guilt for being away from their children while
recognizing that their sacrifice was necessary for the good of the family.
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The longer the parent and child were apart, the harder it was for the child
to make sense of the situation, and the more parental authority and credi-
bility were undermined. Graciela, the insightful mother of a thirteen- ear-
old Central American girl, reflected that since the reunification:
Our relationship has not been that good. We were apart for eleven
years and communicated by letters. Now, we have to deal with that
separation. It’s been difficult for her and for me. It’s different for my
son because I've been with him since he was born. If I scold him, he
understands where I’'m coming from. He does not get angry or hurt
when [ discipline him, but if I discipline [my daughter| she takes
a completely different attitude. I think this is a normal way to feel
given the circumstances.

Disruptions in Normative Parenting in Transnational Families

All societies define parenting along shared scripts of safety, security, and
emotional care in the ethical formation of children.” The idea of “home”
connotes familiarity and the sense of being at ease, feeling safe, and being
cared for. Providing for the physical security of the child is but the most
fundamental of parental responsibilities. The work of protecting children
involves a range of domains: providing the basic financial resources needed
for feeding and clothing, sending them to school, and meeting their health
needs. Parents must also provide the protections afforded to citizens living
as members of a larger community.

For immigrants these basic securities may prove elusive. While immi-
grants are renowned for their work ethic and for struggling to provide for
their families, this may not be enough. Poverty among working-class im-
migrant families remains a protracted problem for newcomers from many
countries.?® Financial security remains a distant mirage for millions of im-
migrant families.

% Robert A. LeVine, “A Cross-Cultural Perspective on Parenting” in Worlds of
Childhood, ed. Robert H. Wozniak, Mary T. Rourke, and Berit I. Haahr (New York:
Harper-Collins, 1993).

% Donald]. Hernandez, Nancy A. Denton, and Suzanne E. Macartney, “Family
Circumstances of Children in Immigrant Families: Looking to the Future of Amer-
ica”- in Lansford et al., Immigrant Families in Contemporary Society, Urban Institute;
Young Children of Immigrants in Two-Parent Families Have Triple the Poverty Rate
of Children with US.-Born Parents, Feb. 8, 2005, http://www.urban.org/publica-
tions/900779.html (accessed Dec. 15, 2011).
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Millions of immigrant families face a more formidable threat to their
basic security as they are living with unauthorized status. The ethos of
safety and security essential to foster healthy family dynamics is unattain-
able to families who live in a culture of fear — driven by the constant
threat of being hunted and at risk of apprehension. In the United States,
approximately 1.1 million children are unauthorized, and an additional 4.4
million are citizen children growing up with at least one parent who is an
unauthorized immigrant.”

Beyond the fundamental physical, social, and economic security par-
ents should provide, there are parental socio-emotional and ethical cultural
scripts that are essential for optimal child development and well-being.*
For a variety of reasons, immigrant parents are often robbed of the psy-
chological, social, and cultural resources to engage meaningfully with their
children in the new society.

Immigrant parenthood is often defined by an ambiguous presence,
when parents have gone ahead and left their children behind. Upon reuni-
fications the children will experience a new ambiguity. They need to get
to know, in new intimate proximity, the rhythms, moods, and expectations
of their parents in an entirely new cultural context.

Parents, now physically present, may continue to be only ambiguously
there.* Making ends meet while learning a new language and the ways of
a new culture drains parents of their time and energy. Many work multiple
jobs for long hours. Others find the stresses of learning a new language
while performing on the job overwhelming. Most are mourning the loss-
es of loved ones left behind. Many immigrant parents, with the best of
intentions, find themselves unable to provide the physical presence, time,
and energy required to meaningfully parent their children. Further, the
cumulative stresses and losses of migrations, while tempered by economic
gains, leave many parents emotionally exhausted, anxious, depressed, and

# American Immigration Council. U.S. Citizen Children Impacted by Immigra-
tion Enforcement (2021). https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/research/
us-citizen-children-impacted-immigration-enforcement

% Eleanor E. Maccoby, “The Role of Parents in the Socialization of Children: A
Historical Overview”-Developmental Psychology 28 (Nov. 1992):1006; Suarez-Orozco,
C., Abo-Zena, M.M., & Marks, A.K. (Eds.). (2015). Transitions: The development of chil-
dren of immigrants. NYU Press.

! Pauline Boss, Ambiguous Loss: Learning to Live with Unresolved Grief (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1999).
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distracted. They may be physically present but psychologically elsewhere
and unavailable to meet their children’s emotional day-to-day needs.

Immigration is particularly stressful to parents when they are unable to
draw on their usual resources and coping skills, especially when much is at
stake for the balance and well-being of the family. Immigration removes
many parents from many of the supports that are linked to community
ties, jobs, and the main institutions of the new society. Stripped of many
of their significant supports (extended family members, best friends, and
neighbors), immigrant parents may never fully develop the social maps
needed to find their way in a foreign land. A lack of a sense of basic com-
petence, control, and belonging leaves many immigrant parents feeling
marginalized. A new paradox becomes evident. Even as immigrant parents
become more empowered economically by the opportunities in their new
homeland, they experience a keen sense of inadequacy in their ability to
effectively exercise their parenting authority. At a time when immigrant
children and youth need extra guidance in navigating the difficult currents
of the new country, many immigrant parents find themselves at a loss in
guiding their children.

Further, a loss of parental status is amplified by the multiple social de-
motions parents experience as immigrants in the new society. The sources
of these demotions are many, and the consequences are profound. Some
start with taking a job beneath their qualifications and skills. The field of
immigration is littered with examples of wasted talent: the doctor from
China now working as a nurse; the nurse from El Salvador working as
a cleaning lady; the engineer from Ghana working as a taxi driver. Even
with a better salary, these social demotions are a hard pill to swallow. A
Mexican immigrant remembers: “Nothing broke my father except the
U.S. He couldn’t find his footing here. He could not rise again and he
knew it. He tried many jobs — bus boy, cannery worker, bakery truck
driver. I often think that he settled on bowling alleys because he was the
most erudite man there, even if he was a greaser”.»

While other immigrants may not suffer a drop in job status, they none-
theless find themselves toiling in the most stigmatized, dangerous, and
demeaning work. Narratives of immigrant workers often reveal a deeply

2 Luis Alberto Urrea, Nobody’s Son: Notes from an American Life (Tucson: University
of Arizona Press, 1998), 41.
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felt sense that they, and only they, can and will endure the harshest, most
unforgiving working conditions the new land has to offer.*

Demoralization, uncertainty, and stress at work are but part of the strain
that worms its way into the heart of immigrant family life. Immigration re-
verses the natural order of parental authority. Typically, native parents know
the basic rules of socialization and how to guide their children through the
moral, social, and cultural etiquette required for membership and belong-
ing.* They can wisely impart the basic rules for respectful interaction with
others, how to complete school, and how to get a job. In a new society,
the rules of engagement change, and immigrant parents are no longer
masters (or even sometimes players) of the game. For immigrants, “relin-
quishing the parental function™ is a painful and reluctant process. Some
do so out of a sense of helplessness and entrust their children prematurely
to responsibility beyond their years. Some youth cherish this role and feel
like they are responsible and active contributors to the family.* Others,
however, feel burdened or are left with a “worm that undermines basic
certitude”. Eva Hoffman writes that her Polish migrant parents did “not
try to exercise much influence over me. ‘In Poland, I would have known
how to bring you up, I would have known what to do’, says my mother,
but here she has lost her sureness, her authority”.*

Parents find themselves turning to their children for help and guidance
in the practical, cultural, and linguistic nuances of the new society. Asking
children to take on this mature role comes at a cost. A Vietnamese refugee
who arrived in the United States as a child recalls,

The dreadful truth was simply this: we were going through life in
reverse and I was the one who would help my mother through
the hard scrutiny of hard suburban life. I would have to forgo the
luxury of adolescent experiments and temper tantrums, so that I
could scoop my mother out of harm’s way and give her sanctuary.
Now, when we stepped into the exterior world, I was the one who
told my mother what was acceptable and unacceptable behavior...

3 Peter Orner and Sandra Hernindez, eds., En las Sombras de los Estados Unidos:
Narraciones de los Inmigrantes Indocumentados (San Francisco: McSweeney’s Books, 2009),
30-31.

3 Maccoby, “Role of Parents”.

% Marjorie Faulstich Orellana, Translating Childhoods: Immigrant Youth, Language, and
Culture (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2009).

* Eva Hoffman, Lost in Translation: A Life in a New Language (New York: Penguin,
1990).
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and even though I hesitated to take on the responsibility, I had no

choice.”
The inability of many immigrant parents to master the language of the
new land contributes both to role reversals and to the undermining of
parental authority. The complexity of understanding and making oneself
understood will define the lives of new immigrants at work, in dealing
with the institutions of the new society (including schools, health care,
and the police and judicial system), and with the very essence of social
membership. Language is an overwhelming preoccupation for immigrant
parents in the new society because they see it as essential to advancing in
a new land. An inevitable period of linguistic inadequacy compounds the
difficulty of learning the social rules that smooth interactions in the new
society. Some are blessed with the linguistic gifts, previous education, and
social contexts that facilitate rapid acquisition of the new language, but
many others find themselves linguistically challenged and never fully mas-
ter its intricacies.

Immigrant children, by contrast, more readily come into more intimate
contact with the language and culture of the new society. Schools immerse
them in the new values and worldviews and, above all, introduce them to
the systematic study of the new language. Other children who may not
be immigrants will become the daily interlocutors with whom immigrant
children will develop a new linguistic repartee. The children watch tele-
vision, movies, listen to music, and are steeped in the media of their new
land. Their parents, on the other hand, are more removed from these new
cultural realities, particularly if they work long hours, in enclaves with oth-
er immigrants who tend to be of the same linguistic, ethnic, and national
background. The children’s deep immersion in the new culture will facil-
itate the acquisition of the new language and give them a course to chart
in making their way in the new society.

As the children increasingly gain mastery of the new language and cul-
ture, many develop feelings ranging from vague to intense embarrassment
as they recognize their parents’ inability to help them manage what appear
like simple tasks. Richard Rodriguez, the son of humble Mexican im-
migrants who grew to flourish as gifted author and National Public Ra-
dio commentator, found early success in school. When his teachers would
comment, “Your parents must be proud of you ... shyly I would smile,

* Lan Cao, Monkey Bridge (New York: Penguin, 1998), 32.
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never betraying my sense of irony: I was not proud of my parents”.* In-
stead, like other children of immigrants, he felt embarrassed by his parents’
accents, silent ways, and inability to help him understand homework even
during the early years of elementary school.

Some immigrant parents rage against their loss of authority; overreac-
tion is not uncommon. Hypervigilance, regimented routines, and policing
peer influences, as well as those of the media, become preoccupations in
many immigrant households. Parents feel threatened by the encroachment
of new cultural values and behaviors in their children. They often respond
by tightening the reins. Putting in place disciplinary sanctions from the
“old country” will open a new cultural can of worms. While withholding
a meal, pulling an ear, or forcing a child to kneel on rice are common
practices found in many countries of origin, they may be dissonant with
mainstream ideals of proper discipline in the new land. A “good spanking”
in the old country can be a reportable offense in another. Children quickly
become wise to the spirit and the letter of the law in the new land and
threaten their parents with the I will call “911” Sword of Damocles.

If immigrant parents do not learn alternative sanctioning mechanisms,
however, they will lose control of their oftspring. This may have severe im-
plications for the well-being of the children because it is essential for par-
ents to maintain basic authoritative functions within the family.” Parents’
authority is not only symbolic but also critical for imposing limits around
curfew, values around respectful behavior toward others, expectations for
doing homework, and much more. When the voice of parental authority
is undermined, and if the children lose respect for their parents, then the
very foundation of safety and family coherence is compromised.

Many parents, thus, come to face the paradox of parenting in a prom-
ised land. The country that offers them the dream of a better tomorrow
and provides them the opportunity to give their children greater economic
security becomes a battlefield over the identity of the children and the
coherence and cohesion of the family unit. The profound familial dislo-
cations and the delegitimizing of parental authority can have destabilizing
implications for the development of immigrant children, undermining the
children’s educational and professional pathways in their new society.

% Richard Rodriguez, Hunger of Memory: The Education of Richard Rodriguez (New
York: Bantam, 1982).
* Maccoby, “Role of Parents”.
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Conclusion

Under the best of circumstances, immigration represents a significant
challenge for the newly reconstituted family. As we have detailed, the very
shape of the family as well as the dynamics between its members are forev-
er changed by the process of migration.

Dysfunctional immigration policies compound these challenges, im-
posing unnecessary costs to the family. The status quo is in urgent need of
repair. In the United States, for example, we must take seriously what we
mean when we say that family reunification is at the heart of our immigra-
tion policy. We must strive to drain the bureaucratic swamp where millions
of families suffer through protracted separations that can stretch more than
half'a childhood. Our research and other recent work suggest that lengthy
family separations extract a serious toll. Indeed, some OECD member
countries are encouraging policies to drastically minimize the length of
separation or to simply do away with reunifications if they cannot be con-
ducted in an orderly and timely manner.* The costs to families and society
have been deemed to be that high.

Beyond the problem of protracted separations, we must once and for all
develop a lawful, workable, and humane national plan to put an end to the
deforming phenomenon of unauthorized parents raising citizen children.*
The logic for this is simple and has multiple interests in mind. A wealthy ad-
vanced democracy simply cannot afford to have millions of citizen children
growing up in limbo with unauthorized parents. Why? At the most basic
level, unauthorized immigration undermines the fundamental core func-
tions of the nation-state. Countries come with borders and are in the busi-
ness of enumerating and accounting for their citizens; millions human be-
ings who are unidentifiable represent a tear in the fabric of the nation-state.
The reality of unauthorized parents and their citizen children cheapens the
value of citizenship for the children, erodes their fundamental protections,
and works to create a permanent subcaste of children and youth who are de
Jjure citizens but who de facto operate in the shadows of society.

4 Georges Lemaitre, “International Student Assessments, PISA, and the Outcomes
of the Children of Immigrants, with Some Implications for Policy” (presentation by
representative of the International Migration Division of the OECD, State, School, and
Diversity Conference, University of Lisbon. June 7, 2010).

*# Carola Suarez-Orozco et al., “Growing Up in the Shadows: The Developmental
Implications of Unauthorized Status” Harvard Educational Review 81 (Fall 2011): 438;
Suarez-Orozco, C., Abo-Zena, M.M., & Marks, A.K. (Eds.). (2015). Transitions: The

development of children of immigrants. NYU Press.
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Finally, a laissez-faire approach to immigration is anachronistic and out
of touch. With the sink-or-swim approach, while some immigrants and
their children will thrive, too many are left at risk of drowning. In the case
of the United States, the country with the largest number of immigrants
and the largest number of undocumented immigrants, it is time to do its
homework and to learn from what other countries have been quietly and
successfully putting in place to ease the transition of their new immigrants
and their families. At the very least, we need a system of nationally coor-
dinated local supports with beachheads in schools, in community centers,
and in places of worship devised to intelligently support immigrant parents
and to aid them during a difficult period of transition. Immigration is the
human face of globalization — the sounds, colors, and aromas of a min-
iaturized, interconnected, and fragile world. The children of immigrants,
the smallest actors in the global stage, are the fastest growing sector of the
child population in a growing list of high-income countries. They are set
to reshape the future character of an ever-growing list of destinations the
world over. Their future is our future.
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1. Introduction

Where does one draw the boundaries between family and culture on
the one side, and family and existential realities on the other? In an attempt
to answer this complex question, this paper examines the African family
to explore tensions between existential circumstances brought about by
the political economy of modernisation in Africa (colonialism, Christi-
anity and industrialisation) and the resilience of cultural variables which
have sustained African populations for centuries. The African family can
be located within this dialectic between economic modernity where the
political economy has, in the words of commentators, caused the disrup-
tion and fragmentation of the family on the one side; and African re-af-
firmation, where resilience in some of the cultural variables has sustained
family stability on the other. Cynics have questioned if in 21st century
Africa, one can still make reference to the African family mainly because
of the vast diversity in family composition, the economic and socio-cul-
tural location, and consequently of what the present family can and cannot
do. However, notwithstanding this, empirically an institution called the
family and belonging to a people known as Africans, in the convention-
al biological and socio-cultural senses, does exist. Nevertheless, not even
among Africans themselves, if by African we refer to the descendants of
the indigenous inhabitants of the continent, is there uniformity in family
composition, material well-being and capability of the family to play its
role as the primary source of relationality. And yet, notwithstanding these
differences, sometimes subtle and sometimes glaring, differences which are
critical in the circumstances responsible for the capabilities and life chances
of individuals, both in the family and in society; there is both a disjuncture
and continuity in the form of the family, both reflective of the existential
and the cultural dynamics operating simultaneously as forces that shape
and sustain the family.
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The African value system is humanistic and relational, directed at inter-
personal or intergroup relations, and not at some abstraction, and the fam-
ily forms a cardinal pillar in this relationality. While conjugal relationships
are important in marriage, Africans marry into families and not to start
families. Because of this the extended family was, and to a certain extent
still is, the norm. To an extent, a significant number of African families are
spared divorce because of the strength of the extended family which per-
forms both a counselling and a consoling function in times of conflict and
strife. In Africa, the family is pivotal to both the living and the dead. Ad-
vocating for the restoration of the family as part of the healing process in
the broken relationships in part of the African continent, de Haas writes:

Despite the myriad influences including those of the world major
religions of Christianity and Islam, and countless regional difterenc-
es in language and lifestyle, there is a distinct pan-African culture in
the societies south of the Sahara. Common themes in this culture are
the pivotal role of the family (which includes both living and dead
members) in society, a holistic approach to healing individuals and
communities, and an awareness of the interdependence of human
beings and the natural environment. The values which underpin
this worldview are manifest in a distinct philosophy which, in this
corner of the continent is known as ubuntu (a person is a person
through other persons).!
An understanding of the philosophy of the African family necessitates and
understanding of the African philosophy on human welfare, a value which
sits on the pinnacle of the hierarchy in African values, “the hub of the
axiological wheel”,> where human needs and interests constitute the fun-
damentals of life. This natural relationality of individuals to others and to
society at large, that Africans uphold, prescribes an ethics of duty (respon-
sibilities) rather than of rights. “A morality of duty is one that requires
each individual to demonstrate concern for the interests of others. The
ethical values of compassion, solidarity, reciprocity, co-operation, interde-
pendence, and social well-being, which are counted among the principles
of the communitarian morality, primarily impose duties on the individual
with respect to the community and its members”.* In African ethics, duties

! De Haas Mary, 2000, “Healing the Family”, Keynote Address at the International
Conference on Family Therapy, Durban, South Africa.

2 Kwame Gyekye, 2010, “African Ethics”, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy.

> De Haas, 2000, Op Cit, page 18.
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trump rights simply because duties address themselves to the needs of oth-
ers, and individuals in African ethics fulfil these duties mainly because they
are the right things to do. Therefore, in African ethics there is no distinc-
tion between morally obligatory and morally optional acts, since acts are
not morally good in themselves but rather are morally good because of the
consequences that they have on others. The individual, the family, both
the living and the dead, live in a reciprocal relationality, each an extension
of the other. And this has kept the family alive.

A few observations are necessary to put the African family in perspec-
tive. First, the African continent has become very cosmopolitan since col-
onization, and despite both colonization and political decolonisation, as
mediating factors, Africa follows the trajectory taken by families inter-
nationally; a move towards smaller nuclear families, accompanied by an
accent on individualism. Secondly, while economic developments tend to
favour the direction of nuclear families, the same forces act in a contradic-
tory direction, compelling families to expand but changing the composi-
tion or form, with an accent on the collective. The locus and function of
the African family in Sub-Saharan Africa is mediated by a political econo-
my which has attenuated the traditional cultural relevance of the family as
the primary institution of socialization, a concept used to locate the family
at the centre of human relationality, the building block in the functioning
of society. Yet despite this, the tenacity of the cultural residual, i.e., those
elements in the culture which are capable of withstanding the assaults of
acculturation and enculturation, and in the case of the African family, the
political economy of capitalist expansionism, has kept the family and some
of its traditional functions alive notwithstanding the enormous challenges.

2. The Focus on South Africa

This paper discusses family and culture in South Africa, and in a way
because of the similarities in the political economy and cultural outlook,
as a determining force, the description could legitimately represent family
and culture anywhere in Sub-Saharan Africa. Difterences are in degree and
not in kind. The conventional conception of family: marital heterosexual
relationships of husband and wife responsible for the joint care of children,
filial piety, reciprocity and solidarity among family members, and most
of all the warmth of family life, have been severely compromised by the
political economy of Sub-Saharan Africa. However, one cannot attribute
changes in the African family solely to factors in the political economy; the
incorporation of Africans into white colonial institutions, the school, the
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church, the economy and the polity, also entailed enculturation of indig-
enous populations into western ways of life including Christianity, educa-
tion, the economy and politics thus ushering in a new social normativity.
Inevitably, this brought with it changes in the value system, changes which
affected the cultural base including the traditional conception of family
with the attendant values. And yet, there are those elements in the cultural
fabric which have sustained the family, no matter how compromised, thus
providing a bedrock for the continuity of community and society.

The choice of South Africa is that it has capacity to collect data on
the family at determined periodic intervals. Statistics South Africa, the
National Agency for data collection and analysis, uses the term household
and not family to refer to what, in conventional parlance, would have con-
stituted the family. “A household is all individuals who live together under
the same roof and who share resources such as food or money to keep the
household functioning. The definition 1s much more restrictive than the
concept of a family which usually refers to individuals who are related by
blood and who may live very far apart. Although household members are
usually related, blood relations are not a prerequisite for the formation of
a household”.* The definition has, therefore, significant sociological con-
notations, as conventional daily social intercourse takes place more in the
household than in the family, as a significant number of families live in
different locations and do not spend time together as family although they
continue to hold kinship and emotional bonds. As a matter of fact, almost
all household members have strong biological bonds, although there may
be a few exceptions. What the definition omits, because of its accent on
the economic dimension of the household, is the centrality of culture in
maintaining continuity in the family.

The rationale for Statistics South Africa to use the household unit as
an equivalent of the family unit lies in the circumstances of work and mi-
gration of family members away from home to live where they generate
livelihoods. The definition also considers a child-rearing culture, mediated
by a political economy, where children born out of wedlock live mostly
with their mothers while fathers have other families and live in separate
households. These conditions detract from the conventional where conju-
gal relationships are a prerequisite to the family and accordingly, children
live with both parents.

* Statistics South Africa: General Household Survey 2020.
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3. The Disjuncture: Fragmentation of the Family

This paper approaches the subject of family and culture in two parts.
The first part presents the empirical position of the African family and ex-
plains how economic and political variables in racial capitalism almost dis-
integrated African family life particularly in South Africa and, to an extent,
in Southern Africa. The second part demonstrates how tenacious elements
in the culture have sustained the family against the onslaught. First, the
empirical section draws from various studies on the position of the African
family in South Africa since political decolonisation in 1994 to the present.
The present family structure in South Africa resulted from economic forc-
es, particularly those of industrialisation. South Africa’s industrial econ-
omy developed mainly from the mining industry (diamonds and gold),
both of which depended on manual labour. In order to avoid the costs
of reproduction (providing housing and care to the families of workers),
mining magnates employed native men housed in single-sex hostels near
the mining sites for labour. This labour was drawn across Southern Africa
(Zimbabwe, Mozambique, Botswana, Lesotho) and mainly from what was
referred to as the native reserves within South Africa. Walker attests:

A pervasive system of migrant labour played a fundamental part in
shaping the past and present of South Africa’s economy and society
and has left indelible marks on the wider region. South Africa was
long infamous for its entrenched system of racial discrimination.
But it is also unique in the extent to which urbanization, industri-
alization, and rural transformation have been moulded by migrant
labour. Migrancy and racism fed oft each other for over a century,
shaping the lives and deaths of millions of people.®
In the late 1930s, South Africa started to go beyond being an agrarian
and mining economy and embarked on manufacturing as another sector
of the economy. When the Second World War broke out, conscription of
whites into the armed forces created vacancies in the mining and manu-
facturing sectors, thus necessitating an increase in the demand for labour
and compelling the new industries to employ Africans. Moreover, for the
first time, production in the manufacturing sector outstripped that of the
mining and agricultural sectors. A combination of increased demand for
labour and the absence of white workers as result of the war compelled

> Walker Cheryl, 1990, “Gender and the Development of the Migrant Labor Sys-
tem: ¢1850-1930: An Overview” in C. Walker (Ed.) Women and Gender in Southern
Africa to 1945, Cape Town, David Philip, 168-196.
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industry to employ Africans in semi-skilled and skilled positions. With in-
dustrial expansion into manufacturing, the migrant labour system grew in
magnitude as either industries or local authorities in which the industries
were located undertook construction of more single-sex hostels to accom-
modate the growing workforce. Worse, increasing employment of women,
first as domestic workers and also in other types of employment, was to
complicate the disjuncture. The migrant labour system did not only frag-
ment families by taking away men from their homes and locating them in
single-sex hostels, it also encouraged cohabitation between migrant men
and women working as domestics in the mining towns, precipitating the
growth of shack settlements and naturally second families for the men who
already had families back in their places of origin. It is this development
which largely accounts for children living without their fathers. Men thus
had two direct families, the family back in the rural home and the family
in a shack next to the mining town, ushering in a new culture of a rural
wife and a town wife coexisting as two distinct families united in their
common relationship to the migrant father. Some men never returned
home to their legal wives and children.

3.1 Presentation of Family Types in Statistical Form
3.1.1 The Context

Commentators on the position of the African family emphasise “frag-
mentation” (Hall and Posel), and “disruption” (Budlender and Lund),
among others, because not only does the African family show a radical
shift from its traditional self, it also shows a radical shift from conven-
tional families elsewhere, observations which constitute the disjuncture.®
Budlender and Lund attest, “The nuclear family is not a norm in South
Africa. Many households do not consist of two parents plus children, and
a substantial number of children do not live with their biological parents”.”
The two authors continue, “Household surveys over the period 1996-99
suggest that only between 30 and 35 percent of women aged 15-49 years
were married, while a further 4-6 percent were cohabiting with partners.

¢ See: Katherine Hall and Dorrit Posel, 2019, Fragmenting the Family? The Com-
plexity of Household Migration Strategies in Post-Apartheid South Africa; and Debbie
Budlender and Francie Lund, 2011, South Africa: A Legacy of Family Disruption, Institute
of Social Studies: The Hague.

7 Debbie Budlender and Francie Lund, South Africa: A Legacy of Family Disruption,
Institute of Social Studies: The Hague, page 927.
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Well over half — 58 to 60 percent of women in their prime productive
(and caring) years (15-49 years) — had never been married. Yet according
to Moultrie and Dorrington, (2004:9), in 1998, more than 30 percent of
never married African women aged 45-49 years had more than three chil-
dren”.* This position continues into the present, as very little has changed
since then. This reflects clearly on the problematic of locating the family
as “representing the initial institutional expression of human relationality,
where such relationality is first experienced as stable and natural, as freely
guaranteed ...”.°

3.1.2 The Data

Tables 1 and 2 below are from the data collected by Statistics South
Africa in 2019, and therefore, provide the most recent status of the family.
The two tables provide an ample demonstration of how economic and
political forces have conspired to undermine the family as a source of re-
lationality, and how in turn the social fabric of African society has been
torn apart by the same forces. The tables also demonstrate the complexity
in human relationality engendered by the structure of families where liv-
ing conditions negate the natural, assuming that the conventional location
of family with the resultant expectations of conjugal love, represents the
natural condition. Simultaneously, the tables reflect the dialectic between
the politico-economic and the cultural, where the tenacity in the cultural
sustains the family in spite of the politico-economic forces which funda-
mentally undermine it. This observation is pertinent because family life
exists in all the forms reflected in the tables despite that this does not imply
equality in family structures in terms of the capability of the family to ren-
der equal services to its constituent membership.

The tables represent all households/families in South Africa irrespective
of race. However, when it comes to life chances in the social and market
places, hence in the quality of life in Africa, race has been historically, and
continues to be, a significant determinant of one’s location in life. As we
have no access to the raw data that constitutes these figures, reprocessing
the data to represent only African households/families, where African re-
fers to descendants of the indigenous inhabitants, was not possible. This

8 Hall and Posel, 2019, Op Cit, page 930.

? Ana Marta Gonzilez, 2021, “Philosophical Insights on the Family in the Light of
Contemporary Challenges: An Enlightening Contrast”, Pontifical Academy of Social
Sciences, Vatican City.
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only relates to the data from Statistics South Africa in Tables 1 and 2. Data
from the rest of the tables represents only African families/households.
Notwithstanding this shortcoming in the data on Tables 1 and 2, one can
confidently take the data as reflective of the African family, mainly because
Africans constitute 81 percent of the population in South Africa, and the
figure is much higher in the rest of Sub-Saharan Africa. The contribution
from Africans to the data sets is thus significantly high. We also wish to
stress that the African family is the most affected by the political economy
both historically and in the present. The regional disaggregation of the ta-
bles confirms our claim, and demonstrates the nuances resulting from the
economic, racial and cultural peculiarities in the South African population.
For instance, two provinces or regions, the Western Cape (WC) and Gaut-
eng (GP) are atypical of the South African demographics. The Western
Cape 1s predominantly urbanised and 1s a White and Coloured enclave,
with Africans not a majority population, and Gauteng is predominantly an

Table 1. Family Composition in South Africa by Province and Rural/Urban Status in 2020

Family Type |RSA |Urban |Rural |WC |[EC NC |[FS KZN [NW |GP [MP |LP

Percentage Distribution of Household Composition

Complex 1.5 |1.8 1.0 23 |09 |13 |04 |19 |15 |18 |10 |0.9

Extended 36.0 [30.4 |[48.9 |28.1 |44.0 |40.0 |33.4 |42.5 [36.2 [27.8 |43.6 |44.9

Nuclear 43.0 | 47.4 33.1 |54.3 |36.2 |42.0 |48.8 |35.8 [35.9 |49.7 |37.1 |36.4

Single 19.5 |20.5 [17.0 [15.4 [18.9 [16.7 [17.3 [19.9 [26.4 [20.6 [18.3 |17.8

Percentage Distribution of Inter-Generational Households

Unclear 2.7 |2.6 2.7 1.9 |27 |21 |19 |3.6 (43 |25 [2.6 |14

Skip 4.5 [3.2 7.4 2.7 |79 |51 |6.8 |55 [3.9 |24 |51 [6.4

Generation

Triple 14.9 |11.9 21.8 |11.4 |17.9 |19.6 |14.3 |16.8 [14.7 [11.1 |20.0 [20.1
Generation

Double 45.1 [46.6 |41.4 |50.6 [39.3 |49.2 |48.1 |42.0 |39.2 |47.5 |44.0 |45.2
Generation

Single 13.5 |[15.1 9.7 18.1 [13.3 (7.3 11.6 [12.3 [11.5 [15.9 [10.1 |9.1

Generation

Single 19.5 |20.1 17.0 |[15.4 [18.9 |16.7 |17.3 [19.9 |26.4 |20.6 |18.3 [17.8
person
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urban region or province. Both provinces display nuclear family majori-
ties, a characteristic not common in the rest of the country. In contrast, in
Limpopo (LP) and the Eastern Cape, which are the most rural provinces
and predominantly African in the population composition, the extended
family is the dominant form. This is simply because urban families become
more conscious of the economic costs of large families, while larger fami-
lies might even be an asset in an economy that is dependent on labour for
household production, which is a prerequisite in rural areas.

Data from the above table shows that just over two in five (43%) house-
holds in South Africa fall into the category of “nuclear”, where the house-
hold comprises both mother and father together with their children only;
whereas almost an equal number (36%) are extended households. Extend-
ed households vary from triple generation where grandparents, parents
and children live in one household, to skip generation where grandparents
and grandchildren live in the same household while parents live elsewhere,
most probably as economic migrants. A fifth (20%) of households are de-
scribed as single, i.e., where only one person lives in the household. Ex-
tended households may also include other relatives such as uncles and aunts
or even cousins who may fall into any of the three generations. There are
regional or geographical variations in family or household composition,
with rural areas showing more extended households (almost half or 49%),
while urban areas show reverse features (47% of households are nuclear).
Provincial figures reflect the urban-rural pictures as well as those provinces
which are more urbanised such as the Western Cape and Gauteng, which
show more nuclear families than those provinces which are predominantly
rural such as Limpopo and the Eastern Cape for instance.

The extended family form would represent the traditional African fam-
ily. However, the skip generation extended family is a new creation of the
migrant labour system, which is a development of the political economy in
South Africa and in the region where parents leave children in the care of
grandparents while they migrate in search of economic opportunities. The
single person family is a new phenomenon and purely a development from
economic modernisation. Single generational families comprising couples
only are more common in urban than in rural areas, while single-person
families straddle both urban and rural areas.

The position of children displays features which have significant bear-
ings on the family as a primary source of relationality. One would assume
that in both nuclear and extended households, children live with both
parents. However, a further look into the data presented in Table 2 shows
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Table 2. Children’s Living Arrangements in South Africa by Province and Rural/Urban Status: 2020

FamilyType |RSA |Urban |Rural [we |Ec [NC |Fs [kzn [nw [P |mp [ip

Percentage of Children’s Living Arrangements

Lived with 19.7 | 14.7 27.3 [14.1 [32.7 |16.4 |24.2 | 24.2 |22.2 [10.6 [15.4 |19.7
Neither Parent

Lived with 34.2 |42.9 |20.0 [55.1 [23.5 |39.0 |32.2 |20.5 |31.3 [47.6 [30.2 |31.8
both parents

Lived with 4.4 | 4.8 3.9 5.0 |3.0 |2.9 |40 |57 |53 |45 |59 [1.9
Father

Lived with 41.7 |37.7 48.8 |25.8 |40.9 [41.8 [39.7 |49.6 |41.2 |37.3 | 48.5 | 46.6
Mother

Percentage of Children Orphanhood Status

Not Orphaned |87.7 |- - 93.8 [ 84.4 | 87.9 | 86.5 |85.1 |84.6 | 88.7 [87.6 |91.1
Double 2.6 |- - 0.8 3.2 |21 |27 |25 [3.4 [3.2 [22 [22
Orphaned

Paternal 71 |- - 3.7 |10.1 |41 |74 |87 |81 |6.3 [7.6 |[5.4
Orphaned

Maternal 2.6 |- - 1.8 2.3 [6.0 (3.4 |3.7 |39 |18 |2.6 |[1.4
Orphaned

a different picture. While almost nine in ten (88%) children are reported as
not orphaned, only a third (34%) of children live with both parents, while
two in three (42%) children live with their mothers only. Further, a fifth
(20%) live with neither parent, ostensibly on their own, or with relatives
or even with family friends. Finally, only 4 percent of children live only
with their fathers. There are regional variations as well, with more urban
children (42%) living with both their parents than is the case with their
rural counterparts (20% only), while more rural children (27%) live with
neither parent than is the case in their urban counterparts (15%). Finally,
more rural children (48%) live with their mothers only, a position which
reflects the state of male migration in South Africa mainly because of the
historical features, first of the mining industry and consequently of almost
all manufacturing industries particularly under apartheid. Secondly, chil-
dren might live with their mothers without their fathers simply because
of the large percentage of mothers who never married but may have a
number of children. African family life has been at the bottom list of values
in colonial and apartheid South Africa. Much of this in the sections that
follow below.
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There is not a greater single force that has mediated in the nature and
quality of the African family in South Africa and the adjacent countries
than the economic arrangements of colonialism and later apartheid and,
most significantly, the migrant labour system. In a paper titled: “South Af-
rica: A Legacy of Family Disruption”, Budlender and Lund write:

A foretaste of the starkness of the figures: in South Africa, only about
35 percent of children live with both their mother and father, while
at least an equal number live only with their mother. The majority of
women have children, but a large number of them do so outside of
marriage and with different fathers for successive children. Almost one
fifth of children have lost at least one parent. Only about a third of the
12,7 million households conform to the ‘nuclear norm’ of children
and parents with about one fifth having three generations or more
present in one household. Many grandmothers care for their grand-
children often in the absence of children’s parents. When family life is
so disrupted and complex, is it necessary to use difterent approaches
to the issue of care than those advanced in industrialised countries?"
Budlender and Lund were using the lens of care to examine the complex
nature of African families in relation to the care of children. Katherine
Hall and Dorrit Posel refer to “migration, family fragmentation and the
fluidity of households”, and start their paper in startling reference stating,
“The disruption of family life is one of the important legacies of South
Africa’s colonial and apartheid history”."" They start by acknowledging
that the migratory labour system to and within South Africa was common
in the Southern African region since the colonial era, and proceed to say,
“The deliberate disruption of households and families, by the apartheid
regime ... is widely acknowledged to have had a massive and lasting eftect
on African household structure”.'> While the figures given in Tables 1 and
2 are taken from the General Household Surveys carried out by Statistics
South Africa, Hall and Posel used a different source, the National Income
Dynamics Study carried out by the Southern African Labour and Devel-
opment Research Unit (SALDRU) at the University of Cape Town, and
generated the figures in Tables 3, 4 and 5 below.

19 Debbie Budlender and Francie Lund, Op Cit, page 926.

' Katherine Hall and Dorrit Posel, 2019, “Fragmenting the Family? The Com-
plexity of Household Migration Strategies in Post-Apartheid South Africa”, Journal of
Development and Migration.

12 Ibid.
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Table 3. Parental Co-residence with Children, 1993-2017

Child lives with 1993 2008 2017
Both parents 34.6 (1.06) 27.1(1.37) 30.4 (0.60)
Mother, not father 43.4 (0.90) 44.7 (1.17) 45.4 (0.59)
Father, not mother 2.7 (0.23) 2.5 (0.31) 3.1 (0.18)
Neither parent 19.3 (0.72) 25.8 (0.99) 21.1(0.45)

Notes: The sample includes African children under 15 years. Standard errors are in parentheses.

Table 3 provides a longitudinal statistical overview of parental co-res-
idence with children between the years 1993 and 2017. What the table
demonstrates is the fragmented nature of the African family on one side,
and the critical position of women in the maintenance of family relation-
ships with children on the other. Children living with both parents de-
creased from a high of 35 percent in 1993 at the end of apartheid, to a low
of 28 percent in 2008, but again increased by 3 percentage points to 30 in
2017. Hall and Posel attribute the fluctuation in figures to the high prev-
alence of HIV/AIDS in the 1990s through to the first decade of the 21st
century. During this period a significant number of children lost either or
both parents to the AIDS pandemic. By the middle of the second decade,
South Africa had contained the spread of HIV/AIDS relative to what the
position was at the beginning of the millennium.

Table 3 also shows a significantly large proportion of children who
live with mothers alone (45% in 2017), in contrast to the proportion of
children who live with fathers alone (3%). Further, Table 3 also shows
children who live with neither parent. That one in five (21%) children live
with neither parent is not necessarily indicative of orphaned children; in
most cases fully-parented children may live with extended relatives, most
probably grandparents, but relatives might also include uncles and aunts.
This might mainly be due to migration. However, cultural factors might
also be at play. For instance, it is very common for more economically
capable relatives to care for children of poorer kin, although with mod-
ernization and more dependence on the economy, the practice is on the
decline. The extended family has always played an inordinately significant
role in Africa, mainly because the African ethical system is relational and
humanistic, primarily directed at interpersonal or intergroup relations, and
not individualistic. While modern marriages might be legally and mostly
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Table 4. Contribution of Orphaning to Parental Absence

1993 2017
Number of children without a co-resident mother 2.6 million | 3.4 million

Mother deceased (as a percentage of children without co-resident mother) | 8% 18%

Number of children without a co-resident father 7.4 million | 9.4 million

Father deceased (as a percentage of children without co-resident father) | 11% 15%

Note: The sample includes African children under 15 years.

contractual conceptually, irrespective of the contractual status the family
still has an important role to play essentially in the raising of children.
Table 4 could be interpreted as an extension of Table 3 and demon-
strates the extent of separation between living parents and children, as a
very significant number of parents who were separated from their children
were alive. In other words, it was not death that separated children from
their parents. For instance, of the 3.4 million who lived away from or
without their mothers in 2017, only in 18 percent of the cases (612,000
children) were the mothers deceased. In comparison, far too many living
fathers did not live with their children as the ratios show. Of the 9.4 mil-
lion who lived without fathers, in 7.59 million cases the fathers were alive.
Read together with the quote above where the authors maintain that a

Table 5 How Frequently does (Parent) See and Support the Child?

Mother Father
Non-Resident | Absent: Lives Non-Resident | Absent: Lives
Household Elsewhere Household Elsewhere
Member Member
Every day 0.4 (0.32) 4.3 (0.89) 0.0 5.4 (0.56)
Several times a week 9.9 (2.97) 13.8 (1.77) 16.5 (6.29) 13.0 (0.99)
Several times a month 55.3 (5.08) 39.4 (2.52) 49.5 (5.88) 24.8 (1.07)
Several times a year 32.1(2.73) 34.6 (2.56) 32.7 (5.67) 26.2 (1.26)
Never 2.4 (1.06) 8.0 (1.05) 1.2 (0.72) 30.6 (1.05)
(Parent) supports 70.3 (5.03) 50.4 (2.33) 82.5 (3.99) 38.3 (1.44)
the child financially

Notes: The sample includes African children under 15 years. Standard errors are in parentheses.
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large number of women have up to three children outside of marriage, and
in a significant number of cases with three difterent fathers, the position
becomes clearer. While the figures do not explain the causes of the sepa-
ration, one can infer a degree of emotional alienation particularly in the
case of absentee fathers.

Table 5 reflects the emotional and financial ties between absentee parents
and their children. Absent parents are identified as those parents who do not
reside in the households or families where their children live, are not part
of the child’s household and live elsewhere. Non-resident parents are still
part of the household but do not live in the same household where the chil-
dren live. The former might include parents who did not marry the child’s
mother or father, or divorced parents who might have started new fami-
lies elsewhere. Children are likely to have more contact with non-resident
mothers than they do with non-resident fathers, although overall non-resi-
dent parents have more contact with their children than do absent parents,
most probably because absent parents may have other families anyway. Also,
non-resident parents (fathers and mothers) provide financial support in sig-
nificant numbers compared to absent parents. This is understandable as they
are still members of the household. Only in the case of absent fathers is
there significant loss of contact between parent and child as is indicated in
almost a third (31%) of cases where there is never any contact. The impact
on family solidarity would be devastating in this case.

4. Discussion of Empirical Findings

Three salient observations can be drawn from the data together with
observations made in the literature. The first observation is that marriage is
not a central factor in the composition of the family, nor for that matter in
the bearing and rearing of children. The second observation relates to the
extent to which political and economic forces (the migrant labour system)
have mediated in the structure and composition of the African family. The
third observation relates to the disintegration or dismemberment of the
African family in South Africa has to be understood within the context
of the national question, i.e., the contestation for the ownership of the
country; and in the process, the manifestations of racial capitalism as an
instrument of controlling Africans in the struggle for hegemony.

4.1 Marriage and the Family

Observations, from Table 3 read together with Table 2 which provide
a longitudinal snapshot of co-residence of parents with children, show
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that just only about a third of all children live with both parents. The
large number of children (on average almost half) who live with mothers
only, together with a fifth of children who live with neither parent, con-
firms findings in the literature, that a significant number of mothers never
married. Culturally, where parents do not marry, children belong to the
mother’s family, and when a woman with premarital children marries into
another family, the children remain with her parents. We could, therefore,
safely conclude that in a majority of cases, marriage does not constitute
the main requirement in raising a family. This is attested to by the number
of women-headed households. This is not to say that Africans do not value
marriage; circumstances in the political economy have devalued marriage
as the source of the family. We have pointed out how the migrant labour
system has led to a dual family system, a town and a rural wife, each with
children and family of its own. In most instances, the town woman peri-
odically cohabits with the man, thus leading to the start of a woman-head-
ed household, or an unmarried mother. A significant number of women
referred to above would fall into the category of unmarried mothers.

4.2 The Interaction of Variables in Racial Capitalism

The migrant labour system lies at the heart of family disintegration
in Southern Africa. In South Africa, in particular, the forces are political
because in the first instance the migratory labour system was primarily a
political and not necessarily an economic decision. Later, when develop-
ments in the economy such as the demand for more skilled labour which
needed a permanent workforce with work schedules not compatible with
the frequent breaks in the migrant contract system, the state intervened
with more negative legislation entrenching the migrant labour system.
The effects are empirically demonstrated in Tables 2, 3 and 4 showing
co-residence between parents and children where an inordinate number
(in millions) of children do not reside with their parents. We emphasise
the issue of children in the family because the United Nations (UN) Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) states: “|T]he child, for the
full and harmonious development of his or her personality, should grow
up in a family environment, in an atmosphere of happiness, love and un-
derstanding”." It is difficult to estimate the damage to full development of
the child’s personality caused by the enforced separation of migrants from

3 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, November 1989.

The Family as a Relational Good: the Challenge of Love | 213



PAULUS M. ZULU

their families. A number of analyses, basing their observations from scien-
tific studies, attribute the inordinately high and violent crime rate in South
Africa to the destruction of the family unit under apartheid.

4.3 The African Family and the National Question

By the middle of the 19th century, African assimilation into the western
economy was such that as a class, the African bourgeoisie had established
itself. An African farming class had emerged in the Cape Colony and in
Natal, producing agricultural goods and owning ox wagons that carried
fresh produce to the markets in the cities and towns; and simultaneously,
some of these farmers were also freight owners transporting goods between
commercial and industrial centres. For instance, in 1860, the first African
owned sugar mill came into existence in Natal. Colin Bundy documents
extensively the emasculation of the African peasantry by white capital fear-
ing competition and determined to exploit African labour." While the Act
of Union of 1910 was the master legislation that sealed the fate of Africans
and other blacks for decades to come, successive colonial regimes had al-
ready imposed a plethora of repressive and discriminatory laws such that by
the time of Union in 1910, Africans and other blacks had been reduced to
servility in all but name. For instance, a thriving African peasantry had been
reduced to a semi-lumpen proletariat by various forms of taxation: the hut
tax for instance, had forced Africans to seek work in the mines. Africans
and other blacks were not part of the owners of the country’s wealth and
not by circumstance but by design. Successive pieces of legislation, such as
the Miners and Works Act of 1911 and the Native Labour Relations Act of
1911, were simultaneously to debilitate African society and entrench white
privilege over African semi servility. The Urban Areas Act of 1927 forbade
Africans to work outside of their local areas except by permit, and even
then, Africans had no rights of residence in towns except in accommodation
provided by employers, which invariably turned to be single-sex hostels. A
weakened family structure was both a convenient target and a powerful tool
of control. Apartheid was to consolidate this position further during the last
four and a half decades of white control. We would conclude that the polit-
ical economy of colonialism and, later, apartheid caused untold damage to
the composition and status of the African family. However, there is more to
the family than the political and economic environment.

4 Colin Bundy, 1979, The Rise and Fall of the South African Peasantry, University of
California Press, Berkeley and Los Angeles.
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5. Continuity

While the disjuncture described above can be explained using the lens
of the political economy, the continuity is a function of long-standing
cultural values and practices which, although greatly aftected materially by
the political economy, have remained tenacious, thus giving rise to part
of the form that show in the empirical data above. The disjuncture and
continuity are pertinent in determining the nature and functioning of the
family as the primary institution that moulds and prepares individuals for
the tasks that lie ahead in life, particularly the capacity to harmonise one’s
life with the rest of society. Wiredu, a well-known African philosopher,
amplifies this point, “The family is of unique importance to a child in
that it provides a bufter and mediates between the child and the rest of the
world”."” The continuity between self and others is expressed tersely in the
African proverb “Umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu” in the Nguni language,
meaning a person is a person because of other persons.

5.1 The African Family as Home

In his introductory remarks to the Colloquium on the Family held by
the Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences in 2021, Stefano Zamagni, Pres-
ident of the Academy, referred to Aristotle’s concept of Oikos, the Greek
meaning of home, where home “is essentially the place where nature and
culture cohabit and where interpersonal relations are based on the prin-
ciple of reciprocity”.'* Zamagni contrasts this conception of family with
practices in mainstream economics, where “the family is seen as a tool or
contract that partners use for wealth or welfare maximising purposes”."’
After listing the consequences of this conception of the family, Zamag-
ni feels that were it not because of weaknesses in government and mar-
ket failures, the family becomes unnecessary. This makes a critique of the
economistic conception of the family inevitable or mandatory if we are
to associate the family with source of relationality: a prime generator of
human capital, relational capital and social capital”.' All these attributes lo-
cate the family within the home. This is where family and culture in Africa

5 Kwesi Wiredu, quoted by Rachel Mafumbane in “The Undiluted African Com-
munity: Values, The Family, Orphanage and Wellness in Traditional Africa”, Information
and Knowledge Management, Vol. 9, No 8, 2019.

16 Stefano Zamagni, 2021, “The Family and Integral Ecology: Opening Remarks”,
Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences, Vatican City.

17 Ibid.

' Ibid.
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fit, because notwithstanding the power of economic and political forces,
to a certain extent the family has survived, albeit in a compromised form,
mainly because economics has come to dominate the lives of individuals.
The family 1s neither essentially a function of contractual arrangements,
although they have a bearing in some instances, nor is it fully “a commu-
nity of life based on gift, reciprocity, generativity, and sexuality”, although
it may have the elements of all.

Political decolonisation across Africa brought in attempts at cultural de-
colonisation as well. While the former was relatively easy to accomplish
in terms of institutional arrangements and control over the organs of the
state, the latter has proved problematic and probably exists in name on-
ly. The traditional African family prior to the colonial onslaught was an
equivalent of the Aristotelian oikos within the context of the prevalent
culture and the limitations imposed by the economic and technological
environment. Colonialism came with a technically advanced technology,
an economic system that yielded immediate rewards and a Christian ed-
ucation predicated on a religion that transcended culture and technology.
While indigenous nations resented and indeed, revolted against political
subjugation, the economic, cultural and material artefacts of colonialism
brought in immediate rewards particularly in terms of the quality of life.
The church, the school and the hospital were undeniably beneficial insti-
tutions, and so was the shop, the factory, the ox wagon and later the train
and the automobile. The impact of these colonial achievements on the
culture of indigenous populations was enormous, hence acculturation and
enculturation happened almost automatically. The undermining of indige-
nous cultures and value systems was thus both deliberate and autonomous
by association, as indigenous inhabitants attributed all the visible achieve-
ments to the colonial culture. Where did this place the family?

While the political economy caused a disjuncture in family patterns,
tenacity in the values, admittedly not at variance with some of the western
values, particularly Christianity, kept the family as oikos. The extended fam-
ily is not necessarily polygynous. Grandparents in particular, and extended
relatives in general, continue to constitute the family despite the physical
residential separation, thus continuing with reciprocal relationships and
family solidarity. This is most visible in times of family crises, death and
bereavement, poverty and other forms of suffering where the family rallies
to the comfort and rescue of affected individuals. Research shows how the
introduction of the old age security system, where South African citizens
of over sixty years receive a state pension, resulted in significant numbers
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of children from poor households going to school, as grandparents provid-
ed the financial and other material wherewithal. This is a demonstration
of family solidarity, the oikos. The skip generation household shown on
Table 1 is a typical representation of this form of family solidarity, where
grandchildren live with and most probably are entirely cared for by grand-
parents. Family gatherings are extremely common among African fami-
lies in South Africa. This is most demonstrable during long holiday and
vacations, and also at family functions such as coming of age ceremonies,
birthdays and other occasions where family members transcending the
nuclear form gather to celebrate the occasion. The spirit of family lives on
both sides of the marital unions and continues to preserve the memory of
the brotherhood and sisterhood of kith and kin.

As part of the kinship system, the family extends into the clan and re-
lationships among clan members may be as strong as if immediate consan-
guinity were the case. While statistics may describe phenomena in scientif-
ically generalised and measurable ways, case studies provide closer insights
into the nuances and lives of the subjects. A case study of two men, Charles
and Paul, definitely not related by blood but sharing an identical surname,
illustrates this point. In African family culture, sharing a surname is a suf-
ficient condition for close kinship as surnames are derived from the same
ancestry and indicate common descent. Charles and Paul met for the first
time in 1965 in Durban. Charles came from the upper section of the East-
ern Cape and Paul from just across the border in lower Kwa Zulu Natal.
The two areas share a common border. From the very first meeting they
telt and behaved like kinsmen. The surname was common among Nguni
people from both regions and there was recorded history that members of
this clan had migrated into the two regions from upper Kwa Zulu Natal
adjacent to the Swaziland border in South Africa.

The relationship between Charles and Paul became stronger when
they discovered that they were both studying for a BA degree at the Uni-
versity of South Africa, an institution that oftered long-distance tuition.
When Paul, who lived a distance away from Durban, had to sit for his
final examinations in Durban, Charles invited him to stay at his house
for the two-week duration of the examinations and, as a brother, at no
cost. In the new home, Charles’ children referred to Paul as ubabomncane
(literally younger father in Zulu), as Paul was three years younger than
Charles, while Charles’ wife referred to Paul as Bhuti meaning broth-
er. From then henceforth, the two men were emotionally siblings and
Charles’ house became Paul’s second home. When Paul got married and
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had children, his and Charles’ children automatically became first cous-
ins, or sisters in the cultural parlance. In 2015, 50 years from their first
meeting, Charles died leaving an unemployed son aged 45 who needed
rehabilitation from alcohol dependency. Paul took the son to a reha-
bilitation centre at huge financial cost. This was what Charles as father
would have done, and this is what Paul as Charles’ brother felt he had a
paternal obligation to do.

This relationship was not only between the two brothers: children
from both sides had developed strong family bonds. Charles’ daughter,
a nurse, underwent an abdominal operation and needed a comfortable
place for recuperate. Paul’s eldest daughter was a surgeon and took her
sister to her house and looked after her while she recuperated from the
operation. Such are the bonds of family and kin in Africa that the case
study of Charles and Paul is no isolated incident in family relationships. It
1s inherent in the culture and where no adverse factors mediate the rela-
tionship, Charles and Paul’s case can replicate several times without any-
body raising eyebrows since such behaviour would be part of the normal.
The two men, through strong beliefs in the vibrancy of family bonds,
had demonstrated the existence of the family as oikos where relationality
in the form of reciprocal relationships existed as a communio personarum,
with each member of the family participating in the welfare of others.
The family transcends physical beings or persons as individuals and em-
bodies the spiritual domain which includes both the living and the dead
in the form of ancestors. From an African perspective, children provide
continuity in the family.

Conceptions of family transcend conjugal relationships hence tradi-
tionally, sexual relationships did not play a primary role in the conception
of the family, though they were not unimportant. This was simply because
they belong to the individual domain and the family is a communion
and not an individualistic institution. As stated earlier, Africans marry into
families and not to create families, which 1s what sexuality is about. For in-
stance, by tradition, biologically childless couples were given children from
the husband’s brothers to bring up as their own, and such children would
look after their new parents in old age as if they were their biological par-
ents. The social value of the family exceeded the biological. Admittedly,
with modernisation much of this belongs in the past, but some elements
still exist. It 1s these cultural factors that have sustained the African family
despite the onslaught from political and economic practices that sought to
undermine the family and, consequently, the social fabric.
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6. Conclusion

This paper has attempted to show both the fragility and the resilience
of the family in Africa; on one side, a fragility caused by deliberate politi-
cal machinations employing economic variables to undermine the family
as the anchor of fundamental values that form the building blocks in a
society’s moral and ethical system. On the other side, there have been
those elements in the culture which have shown a resilience supported by
a deeply entrenched humanistic philosophy. This has resulted in a family
system marked by both a disjuncture and continuity where, on the one
side, the family is disrupted and fragmented, while on the other it contin-
ues performing the function of the family as oikos, a home, “essentially the
place where nature and culture cohabit and where interpersonal relations
are based on the principle of reciprocity”. It is the continuity that causes
strangers to the African kinship system often to wonder at the resilience
of what appears to insignificant variables in family relationships. While
it is accepted universally that economic circumstances determine family
relationships, this is partially true in African societies, as cultural variables
transcend economic and legal bounds and have a vibrancy of their own.

6.1 The Family as a Source of Care for Children

Data shows that despite high rates of migration by parents, four in five
children live in a family setting (nuclear or extended). The absence of bi-
ological parents has not completely deprived children of parental care as,
in the case of the extended family, mostly grandparents, and to an extent,
other relatives fulfil this function. Admittedly, this might not be the best-
case scenario; however, in the absence of researched facts regarding the
quality in the alternative scenarios, we are not in a position to assess this in
qualitative terms. In the qualitative case studies carried out by Catherine
Hall and Dorrit Posel there seems to be no decline in the quality of care
given to children by grandmothers. Assessing the impact of three-genera-
tional families on the development of cognitive abilities of children, Moller
established that children from three-generational families performed better
than children from nuclear families. This can be partly explained by the
role that grandparents traditionally play in storytelling to young children.
This might help in developing the children’s attention spans and concen-
tration abilities.” In extended families evening time is when children gath-

' Moller Valerie, 1994, “Intergenerational Relations in a Society in Transition: A
South African Case Study”, Journal of Intergenerational Relationships, Routledge, May 2010.
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er around grandparents to be entertained in folklore and, in the absence of
gadgets such as television and computers in poor households, this is a vital
source of entertainment. The gatherings are not only for entertainment, it
is here that grandparents impart lessons on appropriate behaviour and de-
corum, preparing children to participate as responsible citizens in society.

6.2 The Family as the Primary Unit of Socialisation

In line with the African holistic philosophy of life, the African family
provides a holistic socialisation to the individual, introducing children in-
to the world and enabling them to fit into difterent life roles. Writing in
L’Osservatore Romano in 2015, Philomena N. Mwaura painted the African
family in the following words:

The extended family provided the individual with a personal and
corporeal identity. One was assigned to a particular community and
was assigned distinct roles at various stages of life on the basis of age,
gender and social status. The cultural, social and moral norms of the
community that were applied within the extended family helped an
individual to grow into a productive and respected member of the
community. Those norms served as a blueprint for life. The extend-
ed family was, and continues to be, the first religious community to
which an individual belongs. It was through parents, grandparents
and other members that one learned about religious and spiritual
heritage. It was possibly where one learned about God, spirits, an-
cestors and the afterlife. The extended family was and is also a means
of mutual support. The principle that guides relationships is that
of ‘Ubuntu’ or ‘you are because we are’ and the extended family
thus becomes a means of social, psychological, moral, material and
spiritual support through thick and thin.*
Among Africans, the family is a microcosm of the world, a world of hu-
mans who interact on the basis of their humanity. This entails both duties
and obligations for, in order to live harmoniously with others, one has
obligations towards them; and it is in fulfilling these obligations that one
expresses one’s humanity.

6.3 The Family in Reconciliation of Broken Relationships
Starting with marital relationships, while traditionally divorce was al-
most unknown in African families, with modernisation this has changed.

20 L’ Osservatore Romano, Weekly Edition in English, 23 October 2015, page 15.
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However, despite these changes, African divorces remain exceedingly
low compared particularly with white families that divorce. For instance,
in 2002, Stats South Africa recorded that 329.6 in 1000 marriages among
white persons had ended in divorce, only 29.6 in 1000 marriages among
African families had ended the same way. By 2020 the number of mar-
riages had decreased among all racial groups and the number of divorc-
es had decreased correspondingly. Reasons for the low rates of divorce
among African families are both economic and cultural. On the eco-
nomic side, relatively more African women are economically dependent
on their spouses than is the case with white women. This exerts pressure
on those dependent African women to bear with unsatistactory condi-
tions in marriage knowing that they have limited alternatives. Howev-
er, much of the tenacity of African marriages has its origins in cultural
practices, where marriage is partly a family affair and partly a contract
between spouses. Families play a pivotal role in restoring broken rela-
tionships as practice is such that separation only takes place after families
have failed to reconcile the couples. This offers breathing space allowing
the couples to consider fully the consequences of separation, particularly
on children. In this sense families play a significant therapeutic role in
marital relationships.

Further, as De Haas pens: “In cases of divorce, the type of trauma
which can accompany such a break up in a nuclear family setting is eased,
as children have a variety of other ‘mothers’ and ‘fathers’. Similarly, when
one or both parents die, or migrate to seek employment, close relatives or
more distant kin take over parental functions. Migration from rural to ur-
ban areas, and within urban areas, is facilitated through kinship networks,
and families displaced by violence often take refuge with kin”.*

In conclusion, the African family has survived the political and eco-
nomic onslaught first of colonialism and secondly of apartheid because the
cultural fabric had sufficient philosophical and religious basis to sustain re-
silience to foreign cultural incursions. The cultural resilience was also but-
tressed by the fact that although coming from a western and, therefore, co-
lonial perspective, Christianity promoted the sanctity of the family. South
Africa is predominantly a Christian country, and Christianity came to a
society that was already highly religious. There was thus a convergence of
faiths. Physically, the family changed both shape and form under pressure

*' De Haas, Mary, 2000, Op Cit.
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from the political economy, but the spirit never changed as it continues to
function as the building block in the social fabric, hence De Haas’s call for
the healing of the family.
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Family as core to human nature

The role of the family is core to human nature. Families are found in
all societies throughout human history, and the origins of the family are
evolutionarily deep. We must better understand the economic context in
which the family operates and provides specific functions, as all aspects of
society change over time and impinge on the family.

The ways that families operate have changed over time, as the ecology
of the family changes. Change has been rapid and fundamental in the last
two centuries. It has also been extraordinarily cruel at times, as in the case
of colonial rule, which caused the extirpation of culture, language, and the
capacity of the family to operate to fulfill its basic role in society. In this
paper, we will discuss the basic role of the family for child raising.

Evolutionary development of the human family structure

Human families differ from those of other species, including higher
primates. This is most likely due to the coevolution of brain size, fami-
ly, and socialization. Evolutionary biology finds that family, specifically
monogamous pair-bonding, is fundamental to human nature and human
evolution, related to the rapid and distinctive development of human brain
size, which is co-evolutionary with our core sociality.! Our human ex-
istence as social animals is deeply related to encephalization, or our large
prefrontal cortexes and our capacity for language and interaction.?

Encephalization gives humans a distinctive life history. There is a very
long period of maturation for human infants. This long period of matura-
tion means that there is a remarkably heavy burden on parents to nurture

' See Robert J. Quinlan, “Human pair-bonds: Evolutionary functions, ecological
variation, and adaptive development”, in Evolutionary Anthropology 17 (2008): 227-238;
Hope Klug, “Why monogamy? A review of potential ultimate drivers”, in Frontiers in
Ecology and Evolution 6, no. 30 (2018); and Garth J.O. Fletcher et al., “Pair-bonding,
romantic love, and evolution: The curious case of Homo sapiens”, in Perspectives on Psy-
chological Science 10, no. 1 (2014): 20-36.

2 See C. Varea and C. Bernis, “Encephalization, reproduction, and life history”, in
Human Evolution 28, no. 1-2 (2013): 1-16.
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an offspring for a long period of time. The human brain is not fully devel-
oped at birth. Human brain maturation has very high energetic costs and
requires very high commitment of parental energy in the first few years.
It also means that during these years of intensive care, children and youth
under adult supervision are highly vulnerable. Thereafter, the use of that
large brain takes a lifetime.

There is a coevolution of encephalization with the need for intensive
investments by parents in the success of the survival of the child. The fun-
damental function of the family is extended child raising to enable the
child to grow and develop physical, cognitive, and social capacity. Parent-
ing can be collective, not only between two biological or legal parents, but
part of an extended alloparenting network, including grandparents and
others in the community.

The economic functions of the family

From an evolutionary and human nature point of view, the most fun-
damental role and core purpose of the family is to raise healthy offspring.
Parents actively participate in this extended period of child raising. In
economic terms, there are also several fundamental functional roles of the
family.

Families can be considered in terms of work to provision and main-
tain the household. The manners and means by which a household provi-
sions itself and stays alive are very contextual: work can occur within the
household, on a subsistence plot of land, or for the market, among others.
For most of history, work was not done for the market or for monetary
exchange; it was for self-provision, or for a small band of people. There
have been fundamental changes in technology and the nature of the work
environment across human history.

Households are multi-generational, with care given in two or more
directions. Children often engage in elder care of aging parents. Grandpar-
ents help raise their grandchildren. Care is also given for kin, spouses, and
siblings, for example, in periods of illness or disability. This is fundamental
for all societies.

There is a tremendous amount of risk sharing within an extended
household, including interpersonal risk sharing, economic and financial
risk sharing, and intergenerational risk sharing. Intergenerational transfers
such as inheritance play an important role in the life of the family, although
economic context, inheritance laws, and culture change enormously both
over time and space.
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Finally, the family has an essential role of love, companionship, and
psychosocial well-being. Support from our families ensures the transition
from generation to generation.

Global variation in family structure

Policies that aim to support the family in the face of ongoing shifts in
work, education, and the role of the state must keep in mind the variation
in typical family structure around the world.

In a literature review of economic studies on family types, Baudin, de
Rock, and Gobbi point out social and economic characteristics typical-
ly associated with the three broadly defined family organizing structures:
Nuclear, stem, and complex (Table 1)°.

The authors suggest that nuclear households are associated with individ-
ualism, land scarcity, collective choice models, and Christianity; stem fami-
lies are associated with old age support, agricultural economies, and dynastic
preferences; and complex families are associated with traditionalism, high
income uncertainty, and poor public goods provision and institution.

Family type Associations References
Nuelear Individualism Le Play (1884)
Entreprenenrship Le Play (1884)
Corpuralions Greil (2006)
High education, GDP per capita and employment Duranton, Rodriguez-Pose, and Sandall (2009)

Land scarcity Guirkinger and Plattean (2015)
High female-to-male enrolment rate ratio in upper primary schools [ ¢ 1d Bozzano (2015)
Collective choice model

paro (2018)

Christianity Schulz et al. (2019)
Stem Old age support Zink (1993)
Frictions in the housing and construction market s Zink (1993)
Tigk of unemployment K (2012)
Agricultural economy Pt oso and Sommacal (2019)
Impartible inheritance Tur-Prats (2019)
Less domestic violence Tur-Prats (2019)
Dynastic preferences Gobbi and Gofii (2021)
Complex Traditionalism, perpetuation of customs Le Play (1884)
High income uncertainty Foster and Rosenzweig (2002)
Poor public good provisions Cox and Fafchamps (2007)
Poor institutions Alesina and Giuliano (2015)
Poor insurance and credit markets Baland et al. {2017)
Old age support Galasso and Profeta (2018)
Pareto efficient allocation of ressources Rangel and Thor 19)
Agricultural production Rangel and Thomas (2019)

Table 1. Family types and their associations (from Baudin, de Rock, and Gobbi 2021).

3 Thomas Baudin, Bram De Rock, and Paula E. Gobbi, “Economics and fami-
ly structures”, ECARES working paper 2021-21 (September 2021), updated January
2022.
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Figure 2 shows the fraction of the population by country in nuclear,
monogamous families. The vast majorities of families are nuclear in the
United States, Canada, Western Europe and Scandinavia, and Australia.

Nuclear Families

%
0.01% - 5.00%
5.01% - 50.00%
50.01% - 95.00%
95.01% - 100%
__|No data

Figure 2: Fraction of the population in nuclear, monogamous, families
Source: Ancestral Characteristics Database (Giuliano and Nunn 2018).

[From Baudin, de Rock, and Gobbi 2021].

Figure 3 shows the fraction of the population by country in stem fami-
lies. Stem families are most prevalent in Central Europe, North and South
Korea, and Japan.

5.01% - 50.00%
50.01% - 95.00%
85.01% - 100%
No data

Figure 3: Fraction of the population in stem families
Source: Ancestral Characteristics Database (Giuliano and Nunn 2018).

[From Baudin, de Rock, and Gobbi 2021].

226 | The Family as a Relational Good: the Challenge of Love



FAMILY, EDUCATION, AND THE CARE ECONOMY

Finally, Figure 4 shows the fraction of the population by country in
complex families. Complex family structures can be found across much
of Latin America, Asia, and Africa, but are especially prevalent in, for in-
stance, Algeria, Mauritania, Somalia, Yemen, the Balkan Region, and parts
of Central Asia.

Complex Families
L 10%
0.01% - 5.00%
5.01% - 50.00%
50.01% - 95.00%
95.01% - 100%
No data

Figure 4: Fraction of the population in complex families
Source: Ancestral Characteristics Database (Giuliano and Nunn 2018).

[From Baudin, de Rock, and Gobbi 2021].

Areas of change that impinge on family structure

Economists recognize that family functions depend on context: the
state of technology, the available tools, and the nature of exchange and
work. I note here seven areas of fundamental change that impinge on
family structure. These include: 1) Changing role of education and skills
in life-cycle, 2) Changing organization of work (home versus outside),
3) Mechanization and time use (agriculture, domestic work), 4) Role of
state in education, 5) Role of state in child and old-age support, 6) Role
of state in social protection, and 7) Role of the state in legal structures of
family (inheritance, gender, eligibility for marriage, divorce, parental leave,
polygyny, etc.).

In modern times, the changing role of education and skills is most fun-
damental. The skills needed for success today are wholly difterent than those
needed two centuries ago, and this is true for most of humanity. Therefore,
the role of education is fundamental. One of the cruelest parts of coloni-
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alism was the denial of education in a systematic way to colonized popula-
tions. Education was seen as extremely dangerous, and the practice was to
educate only a few of the colonial subjects so they could be local admin-
istrators. Literacy was dangerous, because then the colonized would “find
out” about their subjugation and have means to counteract it. The failure
of education in colonial societies is a profound cruelty in economic terms.

The second big change that confronts families is the change of the
organization of work. Most work today occurs outside of the home, al-
though with “work from home” and teleworking, this work may phys-
ically be coming back to the home. In the past, most work occurred
within the household or on neighboring land, as people worked farms or
foraged in their local areas. Women, who have worked harder than men
throughout history, often performed domestic work of various kinds,
making clothing, preparing food, raising children, and keeping the home
organized and provisioned. Additionally, there may now be another fun-
damental change of work occurring, as we de-materialize work. The shift
of work from inside to outside the home over the last 200 years has come
with huge implications for the family. Parenting requires a division of labor
within the household, which depends on the economic context in which the parents
engage in parenting.

A third fundamental area of change is mechanization of work, which
has changed time-use everywhere. The mechanization of agriculture has
had fundamental implications: as one extreme example, while agriculture
composed 90% of household principal employment three centuries ago
worldwide, currently in the United States, just 1% of households feed
the rest, plus net exports. It is not that there is necessarily more output
per hectare, but industrialized farms have massive hectarage farmed by
self-driving tractors, harvesters, and grain combines with almost with no
farmers. Mechanization has fundamentally changed what people do, and
where they live.

These changes have changed the role of the state in fundamental ways.
The fourth major change I will consider is the first role of the modern
state, other than warfare, which was education. Mass primary education
for children — only white children — came early to the United States. I note
that this education came along with mass slaughter, slavery, and genocide
of African slave and Native American populations, but the mass education
for white children was pervasive. Where there were large African slave
populations, particularly in the US South, there were few public schools,
as public education was complicated in a land of enslaved peoples. The role
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of the state in education was a fundamental transformation, despite the
disenfranchisement of large segments of the population.

Fifth, the role of the state in child and old age support and sixth, the
role of the state in social protection developed in the 20th century. Finally,
the state always has had a role in the legal structure of the family in terms
of inheritance, including gender rights to own property or to marry; eligi-
bility principles for marriage, like age or other kinds of eligibility; divorce
law; parental leave, although that is a very specific modern phenomenon;
reproductive rights; polygyny; and so forth. These are under state govern-
ance in the context of the modern nation state, and these rules are chang-
ing. The roles of family to educate children, maintain a division of labor
for child raising, provide social support, and mitigate risk protection have
been profoundly altered.

Implications of setting on family structure

Different family settings have difterent implications for how families
operate (Table 2). Settings for families can be rural pre-industrial or ur-
ban industrial of the 19th and 20th centuries, the late post-industrial ser-
vice economy of the late 20th century, or the digital urban age. Changes
are seen in the left-hand column: child mortality, for example, has trans-
formed in the last two hundred years from mortality rates of almost 50%
of children dying before the age of five, to now far under 5% of children
dying by the age of five in almost all societies of the world.

Rural Pre-Industrial | Urban Urban Post-Industrial | Urban Digital Age
Industrial (Late 20t Century)

Child Mortality High Moderate Low Very Low
Educational Investment  Near zero Low (primary)  High Very high and Continuing
Child Labor High Moderate No No
Home Work High Moderate Low Work from home
Home Childrearing High Moderate Low Low
Mother's Wage Labor No Moderate High Moderate
Old Age Security Children Children/State  Children/State/Private  Community/State/Private
Fertility High Moderate Low Low
Family Structure Complex Stem Nuclear/Solitary ?
Decision-making Patriarchal/familial Male Negotiated ?
Family formation Arranged, Mixed Individual
contractual
Public Financial Support Zero Low Moderate/High High

Table 2. Economics and Family Structure (Some Examples).
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Investment in education and economic implications for families

Two hundred years ago, investment in formal educational was basical-
ly non-existent; almost everyone was illiterate. Manual laborers, such as
farmers, serfs, or slaves, were supposed to labor until they dropped dead
of the burdens. However, during the urban industrialization of the 19th
century in Europe, primary education was recognized as necessary. By the
late 20th century, high school education at a universal level (if it could be
afforded) was recognized as needed. These days, high school education is
not enough to achieve the lives to which people aspire.

These have led to changing net economics of raising children. On a
farm, children were a net economic asset because by the age of five, they
could start to perform work and chores for the household. In an urban
setting where children are supposed to go to school through the age of
18, children are now a cost center rather than a profit center for parents.
Children are also likely to move away, so they do not provide guaranteed
social security for parents. Education is very expensive, even if it is state
provided, because it requires a tremendous amount of household invest-
ment and children do not work during this period. Rising education levels

Mean years of schooling, 1870 to 2017

Average number of years of total schooling across all education levels, for the population aged 25+

United States

12 years

10 years
8 years China
Kenya

6 years

4 years

2 years

_.—0""._.—’-/

0yearsr e " i
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Source: Lee-Lee (2016), Barro-Lee (2018) and UNDFE, HDR (2018) OurWorldinData.org/glotal-rise-of-education « CC BY

Figure 1. Rising Educational Needs (Capital-Skill Complementarity) Is a Key Driver of Modern
Family Change. Chart from Our World in Data: Mean years of schooling, 1870 to 2017.
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mean that that the number of children that a household can aftord decreas-
es considerably, which is known as the demographic transition.

Education of young children has also changed the nature of work, par-
ticularly for women. Children leave the home earlier for more formal
educational settings, at age six or seven for primary education, or even at
age three or four for pre-kindergarten education in economies that can
afford to send these children to school. Children are increasingly out of
the home in younger years, and mothers are also often out of the home.
This is a mutual relationship that has created high levels of women’s labor
force participation in places that have made investments in high levels of
institutional education of young children.

Old age security has changed fundamentally because it’s been taken as a
state function in most of the world. The result is a decisive change of fam-
ily structure, from complex multi-generational families to nuclear families.
This change comes into conflict with long-held, deep cultural norms, but
1s a widespread process.

Work that is basically repetitive and physical is replaced by new technol-
ogies, particularly machines. Work that is repetitive and cognitive is now
being replaced by smart systems. Machines, rather than human beings, an-
swer our phone calls for purchasing, ordering, and customer service: these
are repetitive actions that machines can do. For human work activity, this
means that a large and growing class of jobs has disappeared. Remunerative
jobs are now those with higher and higher levels of education.

In the 19th century, one could still provision the household, having no
education. By the mid-19th century in industrial economies, you needed
basic literacy and numeracy. By the middle of the 20th century, in the
United States, to get a decent job you needed a high school education. By
the 1970s or 1980s, to get a decent job, you needed a bachelor’s degree.
This kind of escalation of educational needs is driven by technological
change, and fundamentally changes what the family does. For an affluent
family in the high-income world, the principal responsibility for a parent,
in addition to love, protection, and providing a safe environment, is to
ensure that your children have a university education. That’s a long and
expensive 25-year process. This very hard to do for most families.

I cannot emphasize enough the fundamentality of the economic trans-
formation that is accelerating today. In the United States in 1900, only
4% of the jobs were classifiable as professional, and 36% were agricultural.
Per Table 3, as of 2015, the makeup is 1% agricultural, 39% profession-
al workers. Instead of 60% being production or agricultural workers in
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T e s

Agriculture Workers 36% 1%

Production Workers 24% 14%
Trade, Transport, Administrative 16% 28%
Other Service 19% 18%
Professional (including Government) 4% 39%

Table 3. Occupational Composition of the US Labor Force: Decline in Arduous Physical Work.

1900, as of 2015, only 15% are in production and that number continues
to decline. Professional careers are 39% by 2015 and continuing to rise.
Education is changing everything. It is dramatically raising the cost of
child rearing. It is widening social and economic inequalities. It is con-
tributing to ending child labor because children need to be in school. It is
shifting child rearing increasingly outside of the family. It is giving rise to
the need for large public budgets. It is leading to the demographic transi-
tion. It is shifting the participation of girls and women in school and the
paid labor force. These are global transformations, shaped fundamentally
by technology and by relative economic structure and culture.

The educational transformation imposes very high financial stress on
most households. In the United States, an economy with $60,000 per
capita income, about 30% of households can cope, the ones with college
educated parents; the rest of the households cannot. In poor countries, it is
impossible to carry out the functions of educating children for a 21st cen-
tury economy. This tremendous financial and familial stress results in poor
nutrition, toxic stress, an epidemic of adolescent depression (as is under-
way in the United States, not to mention other places), and tremendous
family instability (especially as a result of economic male migration). There
are many difficulties that arise; for example, a lack of childcare disallows
women equal participation in the labor force and makes effective child
raising harder. Households that do not have adequate levels of education
also have insufficient investments in education for their children and inter-
generational transmission of poverty.

Public policy therefore plays a very special role in making sure that
active government provides the financial means necessary for families to
carry out their responsibilities. This can be in the form of direct social sup-
port to families; old age support; childcare support; educational, nutrition,
and health care support; and social insurance.
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21st century challenges for family policy include the socialization of
costs of health care, nutrition, family leave, childcare, and education. There
needs to be adequate financial support for families in need. Aging popu-
lations are rendering elder care more and more complex. Rising demands
of education mean that we need to redesign education to be continuing
education throughout a lifetime with micro-degrees or micro-certifications
in skills along the way. There needs to be more work flexibility, including
a lot more work from home, which is most likely a good thing in the end.
Finally, there is a massive need to modernize our social benefits to align
with what is still an unpaid care economy, largely in the responsibility of
mothers who are caring for their parents, their children, and trying to keep
the households together, while also trying to be part of the paid labor force.
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A major challenge for us at this Plenary Session, as expressed by
Pierpaolo Donati in his presentation in last spring’s preparatory webinar, is
“to understand why, in what sense, and with what practical consequenc-
es ‘the family’ is a common good that should be at the heart of all men
and women of good will”. He posed this basic question: “What qualifies
a family as a common good?” His exploration of that question precedes
from a basic assumption, though, that I must challenge.

Donati supposes that there is basic consensus that the family is a common
good. The problem that he poses for us is how to gain a clearer understanding
of, or consensus on, what sort of a common good the family is. He says that
“the majority of the population shares the attachment to something which
is felt as a primary support in everyday life, as a source of deep feelings, as a
‘private’ space, whatever its form”. This majority understands the family as a
common good of an aggregative type, “which, as a general concept, consists
of the sum of the well-being of the individuals belonging to a group or col-
lectivity”. But he argues the family should be seen as a common good of a
relational type, “which consist in sharing the relationships from which derive
both individual and community goods”. I am very grateful for his entire
body of work in developing this richer understanding of the true value and
worth of the family, and agree that exploring this richer understanding of
the family is crucial for supporting families in our changing world.

But what I would challenge is that there is a general consensus that the
family is a common good — at least in my country, the United States, at this
point in time. (And after listening to the presentations from last spring’s
webinar, I believe the observations that I share today from the American
perspective will have application to much of the rest of the world). I am
not challenging the truth that family is and remains at the top of what
people value and treasure. However, American women, in particular,' have

! Although the arguments in this paper might apply equally to men, because of the

reality that the caregiving on which I will focus is done predominantly by women, I
will focus on women; I leave it to others to explore their application to men.
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increasingly come to accept the notion that their love for their families is a
private affair, a “hobby”, if you will. It’s a hobby that is tolerated only in so
far as it does not interfere with the efficient operation of our workplaces,
or place too many demands on social services provided by the State. It’s a
hobby that you are perfectly free to continue to indulge in if you can aftord
to — if you can afford to pay others to do a good portion of the work of
caring that having a family entails, and if you are willing to accept that this
delegated work is an adequate substitute for the element of loving that you
would incorporate into that work if you did it yourself. American women
do not see any evidence that the family is considered to be a common
good even of an aggregative type, let alone as a relational good.

I will argue that this notion of the family as a private hobby rather
than a common good is not something that sits comfortably with women.
Nor 1s it something that has evolved naturally out of the evolution of the
nature of the family. Nor is it something that serves women — or men, or
children, or families — well. Instead, it is a conviction that arises out of
the lived experiences of women over the past decades. It is also a convic-
tion that is inextricably intertwined with two significant cultural forces: 1)
the evolution of American feminism and its enshrining of the availability
of abortion as the single most important factor in achieving equality for
women, and 2) the evolution of disability rights theory and its enshrining
of autonomy as the single most important factor in achieving equality for
people with disabilities. To empower women (and policy makers) to ap-
preciate the families as a relational good, I think that we have to find a way
to overcome those cultural forces that have become deeply embedded in
the way women have come to think about the work of caregiving.

Accepting the notion of a family as a private hobby denigrates the work
of loving and caring that are part of the particular vocation of women, re-
gardless of whether women pursue this work at the same time they pursue
paid work outside of the family as well, and regardless of whether women
have family obligations or not. While individual circumstances vary, of
course, decades of experience with women pursuing paid jobs demon-
strates that most women do choose to embrace their vocation of caregiv-
ers, and obstacles to being able to adequately perform caregiving work in
conjunction with paid work outside the family is a source of stress and of
unhappiness.? The Church has long recognized that the “true advance-

2 Elizabeth R.. Schiltz, Motherhood and the Mission: What Catholic Law Schools
Could Learn from Harvard about Women, 56 Catholic University Law Review 405,
pp. 372-373 and sources cited therein.

238 | The Family as a Relational Good: the Challenge of Love



PRESERVING AND SUPPORTING THE VOCATION OF WOMEN IN FAMILIES

ment of women requires that labor should be structured in such a way that
women do not have to pay for their advancement by abandoning what is
specific to them and at the expense of the family”.? Recent studies sup-
port what is intuitively obvious — when asked about their preferences as to
how to split household tasks, women prefer having more responsibility for
childcare tasks than men, and men share the preference that women have
that responsibility.* In order to preserve and support the vocation of wom-
en in families, it is imperative that we empower women to understand this
work as not a hobby, but as a vital contribution to the common good.

My argument will proceed in three steps. First, I will explore briefly
what the concept of “common good” means for the average American lay-
person today. It is a concept with much currency, and with a lot of appeal
to the popular imagination. But it is different from what we are probably
meaning when we talk about the concept amongst ourselves at this Plenary.
It is important to get some sense of what most people probably understand
the term to mean for two reasons: first, to put the rest of my arguments into
their current context; and, second, because I will argue that it might be pos-
sible to use that false understanding as a stepping stone toward developing a
more fruitful and true understanding of the family as a relational good.

Second, I will describe the lived experiences of women with families
today, demonstrating why their current situation belies any illusion that
society values families as a ‘common good’. In this description, I will focus
on how the past two years of the pandemic have exposed this situation to
an alarming degree. In the words of Emily Marin of the National Women’s
Law Center: “COVID set off a bomb in the middle of these jerry-rigged
ways of getting by in this country that individual families have created”.’
The glare from that bomb blast has dramatically illuminated the gaps in
the social structures that support caregivers of all kinds, who are predom-
inantly women.

? John Paul II, Encyclical Letter Laborem Exercens § 19 (1981). See also John Paul II,
Apostolic Exhortation Familiaris Consortio § 23 (1981); John Paul II, Encyclical Letter
Evangelium Vitae, § 90 (1995).

* Bleske-Rechek, A., & Gunseor, M.M. (2021, January 14). Gendered Perspectives
on Sharing the Load: Men’s and Women’s Attitudes Toward Family Roles and House-
hold and Childcare Tasks. Evolutionary Behavioral Sciences. Advance online publication.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/ebs0000257.

> Eliana Dockterman, Women are Deciding Not to Have Babies Because of the
Pandemic. That’s Bad for All of Us, Time (Oct. 15, 2020), https://time.com/5892749/
covid-19-baby-bust/
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Third, I will argue that the notion of the family as a private hobby,
rather than a common good, is a consequence of the conscious strategic
decisions made by two groups of activists who grounded their quest for
civil rights on notions of autonomy: American feminists fighting for the
equality of women, and disability rights advocates fighting for equality
for people with disabilities. There is a lot at stake in both of these group’s
campaigns. The animating principles underlying both of these fights are
appealing on their surface, because they are legitimate responses to his-
tories of real oppression. This helps explain why they have gained such a
hold on the minds of many women, regardless of how much the notion of
the family that results from these principles might conflict with the natural
intuitions of women as caregivers.

[ will conclude by returning briefly to the contemporary popular no-
tion of “common good”, exploring how we might be able to capture
the appeal and currency of that understanding to counter the idea of the
tamily as a private hobby, perhaps laying the groundwork, for a richer un-
derstanding of the family as a relational good.

A. Contemporary Popular Understanding of “Common Good”

The term “common good” is becoming increasingly trendy in Amer-
ican discourse, but its meaning bears only the most superficial relation to
the Church’s understanding, as “the sum total of social conditions which
allow people, either as groups or as individuals, to reach their fulfillment
more fully and more easily”.® The popular understanding consistently fails
to incorporate the full set of elements recognized by the Church, includ-
ing respect for the person, the need for it to foster human and social devel-
opment, and the peace and stability that is a precondition to development.’
As further developed by Donati and others, this multi-faceted understand-
ing of the common good is coming to be understood as necessarily in-
cluding a component that is a ‘relational good’, consisting not of material
things or ideas or services, but instead of social relations. Donati writes:
“... the concept of [relational good] arises from the observation that there
are social spheres in which private subjects pursue interests that are not
strictly their own, either directly or indirectly, but are shared with others

¢ Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Gaudium et spes, 26 (1966).
7 Catechism of the Catholic Church (2" ed.). Washington, DC: [distributed by United
States Catholic Conference] §§ 1907-1908 (2000).
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and are motivated not by profit, but by the need for a common good”.* It
is, of course, this rich, complex understanding of the common good that
we at this Plenary Session are attempting to apply to our understanding of
the family.

In contrast, the concept of “common good” is increasingly used by a
wide variety of American institutions to signal a commitment to some-
thing; what that something might be is not always clear, but it is certainly
not imbued with the complexity and richness of the Church’s evolving
conception of the common good.

For example, I teach at the University of St. Thomas, a Catholic uni-
versity in Minneapolis, Minnesota, founded in 1885, and named for St.
Thomas Aquinas. About 5 or 6 years ago, after years of debate and con-
sultation, the University adopted a new motto that now appears on all of
our promotional materials, websites, and at the top of the letterhead in
our stationary: “All for the Common Good”. (It’s even a registered trade-
mark — it always appears with the little ™ symbol). In materials prepared
by our Office for Mission, this slogan is described as “The Charism of
the University of St. Thomas”. But it is not defined anywhere. The effects
of this charism are described, as follows: “The University of St. Thomas
community owns and lives out this charism. It is embedded in the Mission
Statement, Vision Statement and Statement of Convictions that guide our
work and life together. It is integrated into academic pursuits and student
activities. It compels us to be a community of engaged service to change
our world and with it, ourselves. We welcome those committed to search-
ing for knowledge and to living all for the common good”. The closest to an-
ything concrete in that quote is probably the sentence that says “It compels
us to be a community of engaged service to change our world and with
it, ourselves”. That tells us something about how ‘common good’ is un-
derstood — as engaged service to change the world. And if we look at the
work of the University’s Center for the Common Good, we see that this
sort of engaged service is the sole focus of its work. The Center “promotes
collaborative curricular, co-curricular, and research initiatives that address
civic and community challenges. We encourage and support students, staff,
and faculty to be transformational partners who work tirelessly for social
justice in our local, national, and global communities”. The Center’s work
consists of connecting students with community partners for volunteer-

# Pierpaolo Donati, Discovering the Relational Goods: Their Nature, Genesis and
Eftects, 29 International Review of Sociology 238, 241(2019).
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ing opportunities, connecting faculty and students with community based
“service-learning” opportunities, and connecting “the community with
informed and collaborative solution-based initiatives addressing social and
environmental challenges”.

Common Good is also the name adopted in 2002 by “a nonpartisan
reform coalition” aimed at fixing what it perceives as a broken US govern-
ment.’ Its platform consists of three parts:

— Liberating American Initiative
— Rebuilding Democracy
— Applying Moral Values to Public Choices.

‘What were the founders of this initiative trying to convey by choosing the
term “common good” to attract adherents? What did they (or their mar-
keting consultants) think this term meant to the public? When you look
carefully at the specifics of their platform, the first two parts are essentially
translatable into smaller government, decreased regulation and bureaucra-
cy, and more power for local organizations. But it’s the last plank in their
platform that seems to speak to the choice of name:

Principle 7: Restore the Moral Basis of Public Choices. Pub-
lic trust is essential to a healthy culture. This requires officials to ad-
here to basic moral values — especially truthfulness, the golden rule
and stewardship for the future. All laws, programs and rights must be
justified for the common good. Every public dollar involves a moral
choice. No one should have rights superior to anyone else.

Let’s look at one more example: a nonprofit founded in 2007 called The
Common Good."” Here’s how they describe themselves:

The Common Good is a non-profit, non-partisan membership
organization that consists of professionals with an interest in public
policy and politics. Debate and the free flow of ideas is fundamental
to our democracy, and TCG encourages civil dialogue and good gov-
ernment and presents the highest caliber thought leaders, innovators,
and trendsetters in politics, business, and culture for candid discus-
sions on the pressing issues of the day.

> Common Good. About Us. Available at: https://www.commongood.org/our-peo-
ple

" The Common Good. What We Do. Available at: https://www.thecommongoo-
dus.org/what-we-do
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This organization had its origins in the entertainment industry, when a
group of executives, writers, directors, producers, actors, and agents got
together in 1988 to involve those affiliated with the entertainment in-
dustry into political affairs and public policy. Their initiative was, accord-
ing to them, “credited with playing a critical role in creating the Holly-
wood/Washington nexus of entertainment activism”. In its current form
the group hosts forums for thought leaders across the political spectrum,
creates strategic alliances with other organizations and bestows annual
“American Spirit Awards” on those who “make a difference in public af-
fairs and civic life”. They award scholarships to college students who have
worked for “a cause you care about and believe is fundamental to societal
progress” or “have made an impact in your local community and/or wider
national community”.

So, what do all three of these uses of the term “common good” have
in common? First, they have all deliberately chosen this term to market
themselves to an audience they want to attract: students (the University of
St. Thomas), citizens who share beliefs in a smaller government (Common
Good), or citizens who share a set of generally progressive values (The
Common Good). Second, they all portray their commitment to the con-
cept of the “common good” as a call to activism. The direction or political
leaning of that activism is varied, indicating that the concept is understood
as an all-purpose term whose significance lies not in any particular end to
be achieved. Instead, it conveys a process: like-minded people working
together to affect some sort of social reform.!

This more popular understanding of the common good clearly has little
in common with what we are all talking about at this Plenary. But it does
probably have more resonance with the general public than ours, and it
offers some context for the task to which I now turn: describing the lived
reality of women caregivers in the United States today, and exploring how
we got to that reality.

"This understanding of the common good seems to have much in common with
the conception of a relational good described by Donati as being held by Uhlaner,
which: “arises from the connection of individuals in a social context and is character-
ized by their desire to belong to a significant social group (or network) from which they
derive some gratification. Their mutual relatedness has the character of an expressive at-
tractiveness for them, beyond the strict instrumental utility”. Donati, supra n. 8, at 243.
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B. How the COVID Pandemic Has Revealed the Inadequacy of Support for
Caregivers in the United States

The World Economic Forum publishes an annual “Global Gender Gap
Report”, analyzing gender gaps in countries around the world in various
dimensions, including economic participation and opportunity. Their re-
port for March 2021 documented the significant impact of the pandemic on
women’s participation in the workforce, showing 5% of all employed women
lost their jobs, compared with 3.9% of employed men." It analyzed in detail
the effects on productivity at jobs as a result of the childcare responsibili-
ties assumed disproportionately by women upon the closures of schools and
childcare facilities.” While this report documents that the impact is a world-
wide phenomenon, I will focus on the situation in the United States. The
situation I will describe goes beyond childcare, extending to women with
caregiving responsibilities for family members who are disabled or the elderly.

1. Childcare

Let us begin with childcare. “The position of women in the workplace
in the United States, relative to the rest of the world, presents a curious
paradox. On the one hand, we have some of the world’s most favorable
laws and a relatively hospitable social climate for full and equal access to the
workforce by women. On the other hand, though, we have some of the
world’s least favorable laws and a relatively inhospitable social climate for
full and equal access to the workforce by women with children”.'*

The United States is one of only eight countries in the entire world
that offers no federal paid childcare leave. (The other seven are Papua
New Guinea, Suriname and five island nations in the Pacific: Micronesia,
the Marshall Islands, Nauru, Palau and Tonga)."” The Family and Medical

2 World Economic Forum, Global Gender Gap Report 2021, 6 (2021). A 2020 re-
port by McKinsey Global Institute concluded, based on data from India and the United
States, that “female job loss rates due to CoVID-19 are about 1.8 times higher than
male job loss rates globally, at 5.7 percent versus 3.1 percent respectively”. Indus-
try-mix and labor-market specifics were found to explain just % of that gender gap;
another important factor is the increased burden of unpaid care”. Anyu Madgavkar
et al. McKinsey Global Institute. “COVID-19 and Gender Equality: Countering the
Regressive Effects”. July 15, 2020.

3 World Economic Forum, supra, at 52-56.

4 Schiltz, supra note 2, at 410.

'3 World Policy Center. “Is Paid Leave Available to Mothers and Fathers of Infants?”.
2022. Available at: https://www.worldpolicycenter.org/policies/is-paid-leave-availa-
ble-to-mothers-and-fathers-of-infants/is-paid-leave-available-for-mothers-of-infants
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Leave Act requires public employers and private employers with more than
fifty workers to offer twelve weeks of unpaid leave to new mothers, and
nine states guarantee some paid leave.'® But it is important to understand
that, in contrast to many other countries, this paid leave comes through
the employment market. It is an obligation imposed on employers, and is
a form of support only available to the employed.

The United States is also “an outlier in its low levels of financial support
for young children’s care. ... The US spends 0.2% of its GDP on childcare
for children 2 and under — which amounts to about $200 a year for most
families. The other wealthy countries in the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development spend an average of 0.7% of GDP on tod-
dlers, mainly through heavily subsidized childcare. Denmark, for example,
spends $23,140 annually per child on care for children 2 and under”.”
Most of the money that the US spends on childcare includes the money
provided by the federal government to the individual states to provide
childcare financial assistance for low-income families to allow the families
to work or attend school; the eligibility requirements are determined by
each state. The federal government also funds some state-run programs
for low-income families that help prepare children from birth to age 5 for
school.” In addition, some families with low to moderate incomes may
qualify for some tax credits to help pay for childcare. (President Biden’s
America Rescue Plan of 2021 provided a one-year increase in the tax
credit for children and extended it to all, regardless of income, but that was
a one-year bonus that has now expired).

So, think about that. The sum total of social support you are guaranteed
by law for raising a child in the United States is the ability to take unpaid
maternity leave for six weeks, and a possible tax credit. Now, of course,
market forces pressure some employers into offering more than mandat-
ed by law, including paid childcare leave, but those benefits are typically
most often available to the most highly skilled, highly paid, and already

! Those states are California, Colorado, Connecticut, Massachusetts, New Jersey,

New York, Oregon, Rhode Island, and Washington. The District of Columbia also
provides for paid family leave. Investopedia. “Paid family and Medical Leave (PFML)
by State”. (Jan. 21, 2022), available at: https://www.investopedia.com/paid-family-
and-medical-leave-by-state-5089907

17 Claire Cain Miller, “How Other Nations Pay for Child Care. The U.S. Is an
Outlier”. The New York Times (Oct. 6, 2021), available at: https://www.nytimes.
com/2021/10/06/upshot/child-care-biden.html?cam

'8 See: https://childcare.gov/consumer-education/get-help-paying-for-child-care
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privileged workers. With respect to the cost of childcare, unless you are
low-income, you are basically on your own.

In effect, the United States relies almost entirely on the employment
market as the predominant support for caregiving work. A robust body of
work by a school of American feminist scholars over the past decades has
decried this strategy for supporting caregiving, arguing (without much
success) for a social re-evaluation of the work of caregiving.'” One of these
scholars, Joan Williams, demonstrates how employment in the US is struc-
tured to accommodate the “ideal worker” — namely, the person with no
obligations for caring for other people, with the ability to devote themself
fully and totally to the demands of their jobs.** As long as this “ideal work-
er” continues to drive the workplace, women with caregiving responsibil-
ities will suffer.

The pandemic-related economic collapse has vividly demonstrated the
inadequacy of this model for caregiving support.?’ “In contrast to typi-
cal recessions, women’s employment has been negatively impacted sig-
nificantly more than men’s. Women have lost a net of 4.5 million jobs
since February 2020; in April 2021, the Bureau of Labor Statistics reported
women’s labor force participation rate of 57.2%, the lowest since 1988.
The pace of recovery of women’s jobs is proving to be slower than that of
men’s jobs. Since there is no precedent for such a mass exodus of women
from the workforce, predictions of the course of recovery are difficult, but
the long-term economic impact of women’s career pauses for childcare
pre-pandemic does not augur well for women. The economic impact is
not limited to wages lost during the period of unemployment; such job
gaps also result in difficulty being rehired, lower future income growth,
and reduced retirement benefits.

' Some of the major works of these scholars include: Joan Williams, Unbending
Gender: Why Family and Work Conflict And What To Do About It (2000); Eva Feder Kit-
tay, Love’s Labor (1999); Robin L. West, Caring for Justice (1997); Joan C. Tronto, Moral
Boundaries: A Political Argument for an Ethic of Care (1993). I have explored this work,
and the ways in which much of this emerging feminist theory is compatible with the
writings of the Catholic Church on the roles of women and family, in many of the
articles cited in the footnotes of this paper.

2 William’s classic book on this theme is Unbending Gender: Why Family and Work
Conflict and What to Do About 1t, Id.

' The following description of the effect of the pandemic on working mothers is
taken from Elizabeth R. Schiltz, Caregiving, COVID-19, and the Failed Promise of
Abortion, 11 Journal of Christian Legal Thought 25, 27-29 (2021) (footnotes omitted).
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Some of the explanation for the disproportionate impact of the pan-
demic on women’s employment is attributable to the fact that women are
more likely to be employed in job sectors such as travel and hospitality,
which were most directly affected by pandemic-related shut-downs, and
are less likely to be amenable to telecommuting. An even more significant
explanation, however, clearly lies in the disproportionate caregiving de-
mands on women. The coronavirus shutdowns have closed schools and
daycare centers around the country, keeping kids at home and making
it even harder for parents (especially mothers who tend to provide the
majority of childcare) to keep working. For the lowest paid women, the
closure of the biggest source of free public childcare — schools — has been
devastating. The dangers of COVID-19 eliminated many of the other
most common sources of free or low-cost childcare — help from neighbors
or grandparents or other family members”.

2. Care for Disabled (and Elderly) Family Members

The history of the evolution of disability rights in the United States over
the past decades is a truly inspiring tale of liberation for people with disa-
bilities: liberation from horrific lives confined in abusive, segregated insti-
tutions, to robust legal protections guaranteeing the right to live in desegre-
gated community settings, not to be discriminated against in employment,
and easy access to all public buildings and services, including the right to
a free appropriate public education in our schools. One of the most pow-
erful statements of that evolution was the Supreme Court’s 1999 decision,
Olmstead v. LC,? which held that it was illegal discrimination for a state to
keep people with disabilities in institutional settings if they had been judged
competent to live in community settings. Public entities must administer
all of their services, programs, and activities in the most integrated setting
appropriate to the needs of these people — a setting that “enables individuals
with disabilities to interact with non-disabled persons to the fullest extent
possible”. This was a very important case in disability rights. It is a really
strong weapon in the arsenal of legal rights for people with disabilities, an
important step in the gradual desegregation of a group of people who 100
years ago would have been locked up in institutions. But what it does is tell
states that they cannot institutionalize people unless it is necessary; it does
not provide, or do anything to actually create, the alternative, communi-
ty-based settings to which these liberated people can move.

2 Olmstead v. L.C., 527 U.S. 581, 597 (1999).
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How do people with disabilities find these alternative living situations?
Besides a place to live, people with disabilities often need support for what
are commonly called the “activities of daily living”. These could range
from bathing, dressing, and feeding oneself, to doing household chores,
handling money, transportation, or shopping. In other words, they need
caregiving. And some people with disabilities need that kind of caregiving
for their entire lives, not just until they are 18 years old and move away
from home. To get that help, they have to either be able to pay for it, or
get support from the Medicaid program, or find a friend or family member
to provide it for free.

Paying for it yourself requires an income. Even before the pandemic,
tewer than one in 3 working-age people with disabilities had jobs, and the
poverty rate for working-aged people with disabilities was nearly two and
a half times higher than that for people without disabilities.”> People with
disabilities experienced a markedly larger decline in jobs at the begin-
ning of the pandemic than people without, and are experiencing a slower
bounce back to employment.> If you have a disability and you can prove
you don’t have assets of over $2000, you can qualify for social security
assistance, currently $794/month. That doesn’t pay a lot of rent, or buy a
lot of personal care services.

So most people with disabilities rely on support from the federal Med-
icaid program, which is administered through the states. These programs
have evolved over the past decades from merely paying for people to live in
nursing homes or other institutional settings, to allowing people with dis-
abilities to choose to receive the help they need in their own homes, from
whomever they choose. Unfortunately, not every state allocates enough
money in their budgets to be able to aftord for everyone with disabilities
to get the help they would choose. In fact, most states have notoriously
long waiting lists for people who have technically qualified for such help
to actually get it.”

» Lisa Schur et al., COVID-19 and Employment Losses for Workers with Disabili-
ties: An Intersectional Approach, at: https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_
id=3788319 (Feb. 16, 2021).

2 Elizabeth Schiltz, The Dangers of Being Disabled in the Time of Covid, 38 Uni-
versity of St. Thomas Law Journal (forthcoming 2022).

% A study published in 2019 listed these sorts of waiting lists in various states:
Minnesota, 237; Indiana, 1,404; Michigan, 3,223; Illinois, 19,354; Ohio, 68,644;
Florida: 71,016; Texas: 281,381. MaryBeth Musumeci, Priya Chidambaram, and Mol-
ly O’Malley Watts, Key Questions About Medicaid Home and Community-Based Services
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And even if a person with a disability gets off of a waiting list, they
have to find (1) a place to live, and (2) people willing to do the personal
assistance work that you need to get by in the activities of daily living. Al-
though Medicaid lets a person with disabilities choose their personal, they
control the wages that can be paid for this work. The Medicaid reimburse-
ment rates for this work are notoriously low, and these jobs typically come
without employment benefits. The lack of qualified careworkers has been
acknowledged as a crisis for decades, and the crisis has gotten dramatically
more serious through the upheavals of the Covid Pandemic. The “Great
Resignation” has led to stiff competition for workers in all sectors, and
while the free market has begun to respond by significantly raising wages,
the Medicaid restrictions on wages that can be paid for care work — and
the budget constraints in the various states with the long waiting lists for
services — persist.

So, where do people with disabilities end up finding the housing and
the support they need? Who are the people willing to house them, and
willing to do the care work needed to afford people with disabilities some
level of independence for free or for the most minimal pay? Of course,
it is their families. Most people with cognitive disabilities live with their
families — and not just for the first 18 or 21 years of their lives. A nation-
wide survey in 2001 showed that about 60% of all persons with intellectual
disabilities live with family caregivers.”

And living at home is a proxy for having your family provide most —
or all — of the support you need for your activities of daily living. A 2020
study trying to get a handle on the situation with the long waiting lists for
the Medicaid support surveyed people on the waiting lists, and this is what
they found:

When asked how individuals manage their needs while waiting for
services, interviewees most frequently cited support provided by

Waiver Waiting Lists (2019), available at: https://www.kft.org/report-section/key-ques-
tions-about-medicaid-home-and-community-based-services-waiver-waiting-lists-ap-
pendix-tables/

% Schiltz, supra n. 24.

7 (13% live in their own homes, 15% with a spouse, and 13% in formal supervised
out-of-home residential settings). Braddock, D., Felce, D., Emerson, E., & Stancliffe,
R.J. (2001). The living circumstances of children and adults with mental retardation
or developmental disabilities in the United States, Canada, England and Wales, and
Australia. Mental Retardation and Developmental Disabilities Research Reviews at
1. (19% in a supervised residential setting, and 16% alone or with a roommate). See:
https://stateofthestates.org/ create-idd-chart/state-profiles/
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family caregivers. Many caregivers are unpaid, although some may

be paid in waivers that allow for self-direction of services.?
I have described above the increased caregiving responsibilities on parents
as schools went online during the pandemic. Another thing that happened
during the pandemic was the closure of facilities where many people with
intellectual disabilities spend their days — often in therapeutic and support-
ed work programs.”’ When these facilities shut down, too, families had to
find ways to provide care during the day — often at the expense of their
own jobs. And while the initial closures were related to the physical danger
of COVID-19, some have been closed permanently, or are now operating
at diminished capacity, because of severe stafting shortages.*

Many people with intellectual disabilities who used to go to work every
day have lost their jobs; according to the National Council on Disability,
by the end of April 2020, nearly 1 million people with disabilities lost their
jobs; that’s about 20% of working people with disabilities, compared to the
14% people without disabilities who lost their jobs. Many working people
with developmental disabilities rely on the direct support of professionals
and job coaches. The disability service agencies that support employment
and hire these support people have had increasing difficulty finding staft
and have been subject to budget cuts causing closures and cut-backs on
services. Where do those people go during the day if they can no longer
work? The families who care for them must find ways to keep them busy
and sane, or at least safe. And some families have had to assume care and
housing responsibilities for adults with disabilities whose group homes
have had to close, due to the same staffing shortages. These families have
had to scramble to find living arrangements for their loved ones.

Care for the elderly who cannot live by themselves follows the same
general outlines as care for the disabled. More of the elderly population
will have a history of employment that affords them the savings to pay for

* Medicaid and CHIP Payment and Access Commission, Issue Brief, State Man-
agement of Home- and Community-Based Services Waiver Waiting Lists (August 2020) at 9,
available at: https://www.macpac.gov/publication/state-management-of-home-and-
community-based-services-waiver-waiting-lists/

2 https://www.disabilityscoop.com/2021/09/10/disability-service-providers-shutter-
ing-in-many-states/29480/ (In a survey in July of 2021, half of states reported that
Medicaid home and community-based services providers have closed since the start of
the pandemic. “Adult day programs were the most likely to have closed followed by
in-home care providers, supported employment and group homes ...”.

* Schiltz, supra n. 24.

250 | The Family as a Relational Good: the Challenge of Love



PRESERVING AND SUPPORTING THE VOCATION OF WOMEN IN FAMILIES

very good housing situations and good care. But those who are not so for-
tunate must depend on the housing and care offered by their families, or
rely on the Medicaid system, which is bedeviled by much of the same eco-
nomic and bureaucratic constraints as described above for the disabled, and
is suffering the same severe stafting crisis. During the earliest days of the
COVID pandemic, the papers were full of accounts of families scrambling
to try to protect their loved ones when nursing homes became incubators
tor COVID-19 infections.”

Most of the caregiving responsibilities for disabled or elderly family
members is assumed by women. This sort of caregiving is even more un-
recognized and unsupported by the government or employers than care
for children. The FMLA does extend its guarantee of 12 weeks of unpaid
leave a year to employees who have to take care of an immediate family
member (spouse, child, or parent) with a serious health condition, but that
is not going to cover a lifetime of care for a disabled adult family member,
or an elderly parent who needs long-term intensive care. Again, even that
meager support is only available through the labor market, to women who
hold the relatively privileged jobs to whom the FMLA.

In some states, family members are eligible to be paid as caregivers un-
der the Medicaid program. But that option is not available to all, and even
when it is available, the pay is suppressed by the restrictions of Medicaid
regulations and state budget constraints.*? In the words of one woman who
accepts pay of $15 hour for 40 hours a week of work to care full-time for a
loved one paralyzed from the neck down by an accident: “I make a choice
to be his caregiver every day. It’s out of love. I have the ability to do it. I
see caregiving as helping him maintain a quality of life that is worth living,
that is accessible and happy for him”.»

So this is the lived reality of women in the United States with signifi-
cant family caregiving responsibilities. If you have employment, you might
be lucky enough to have a job that guarantees twelve weeks of unpaid
leave without losing your job. If you are really lucky, you may have an

T A. Leggett et al. “Care Challenges Due to COVID-19 and Mental Health Among
Caregivers of U.S. Adults with a Chronic or Disabling Condition”, Innovation in Aging.
Vol. 5, 3, 2021. DOI: 10.1093/geroni/igab031

2 Amber Ferguson. “Unpaid Caregivers: How America Treats Women Caring for
Paralyzed Partners”. The Washington Post (Aug. 6, 2021) available at: https://www.wash-
ingtonpost.com/business/interactive/2021/caregiver-partner-paralyzed-marriage-pan-
demic/

¥ 1d.
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employer that choses to offer some paid leave. If you do not have a job,
you get nothing, unless you are low-income, in which case you may get
some federal support to pay for childcare while you look for work or go
to school. If your caregiving responsibilities extend beyond caring for your
children during their childhood, you are left pretty much on your own.
During the pandemic, when the fragile supports that women managed
to cobble together to enable them to fulfill their caregiving responsibilities
collapsed, they were confronted with the reality that they were basically on
their own in pursing their private “hobby” of caregiving. Their hobby was
tolerated only in so far as it did not interfere with the efficient operation of
their workplaces, or place too many demands on social services provided
by the State. But the hobby was not given any meaningful social support.
How did we get into this situation? Let us now turn to that question.

C. Role of Feminist and Disability Rights Theory in Propagating Idea of
Family as Private Hobby

1. Feminist Theory *

Legal scholar Julie Suk published an article in the Columbia Law Review
in 2010 called “Are Gender Stereotypes Bad for Women? R ethinking An-
ti-discrimination Law and Work-Family Conflict”.* She contrasted the
US’s pathetically feeble family leave with that of countries like France and
Sweden, which guarantee months of paid maternity and paternity leave,
with robust job protections. Suk analyzed the different commitments of
feminist theory that led to the generosity of France and Sweden, but con-
tinue to make it impossible for laws mandating any paid maternity leave to
get anywhere in the United States, despite decades of eftorts.

Suk explained that, in Europe, the issue of maternity leave was histor-
ically considered entirely separately from the issue of general sick leave or
disability leave. In those countries, legal schemes evolved that considered
childbirth to be something unique — not a disability or an illness — and an
endeavor in which the women who were primarily affected by it deserved
the support of the entire social network. Maternity (or paternity) benefits

3 This discussion is adapted from Schiltz, supra note 21, at 26-27 (footnotes omit-
ted), and from Elizabeth R. Schiltz, A Contemporary Catholic Theory of Comple-
mentarity, in Feminism, Law, and Religion 1, 18-20 (eds. Marie Failinger, Elizabeth R.
Schiltz & Susan J. Stabile) (2013).

110 Columbia Law Review 1 (2010).
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are not the responsibility of the employer — they are the responsibility of
the state — provided in recognition of the social value of care work.

In contrast, in the United States, the issue of maternity leave has always
been inseparably intertwined with employment law. Suk pointed out that
the trajectory of the American approach was shaped primarily by femi-
nists* in the 1960s and 1970s who argued for equality based on sameness;
they worried that distinguishing between childbirth and any other med-
ical condition, by requiring employers to offer maternity benefits, would
perpetuate negative stereotypes about women’s ability to work, resulting
in discrimination against women. Suk argued that family leave should be
disaggregated from medical leave. And she also argued that “gender ste-
reotypes are not necessarily bad for women”. She wrote, “The American
stereotyping approach attempts to give women the same chance as men to
prove their mettle, but fails miserably by ignoring the gendered barriers to
their ability to do so”.

A careful look at that last quote reveals, I think, precisely why the
American approach is so problematic with respect to the notion of the
family as a relational good. Suk explains that the American approach “at-
tempts to give women the same chance as men to prove their mettle”.
If women can become like men, they have an equal chance to succeed.
And the single most important protection for women’s equality by most
feminists in the United States has come to be seen as abortion, which 1is
woman’s ultimate tool for becoming just like men. It has come to be seen
as a non-negotiable feature of the social and legal support that women
need to succeed in the workplace, to achieve equality and autonomy, to
escape poverty. This development has allowed abortion to become embed-
ded into the institutional structure of employment in this country, which
is, as discussed above, the only source of support for caregiving for women.

The supremacy of the right to abortion for mainstream American femi-
nism is on vivid display currently in the Supreme Court’s deliberation over
the case of Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization.”” This case chal-

* ] recognize that this is a loaded and contested term, and that there are many peo-

ple who consider themselves feminists (myself included) that do not hold these views,
including the relational or care feminists identified above, whose work I have analyzed
in many of the articles cited in the references to this paper. For sake of brevity, though,
I will be referring to “feminists” in the remainder of this paper as the particular type
of feminist who took this position in the 1960s and 1970s, and who continue to see
abortion as the one vital prerequisite for achieving equality for women.

7141 S. Ct. 2619 (2021) (cert granted).

The Family as a Relational Good: the Challenge of Love | 253



ELIZABETH ROSE SCHILTZ

lenges a law passed in Mississippi that prohibits nearly all abortions after 15
weeks’ gestational age. It is generally thought to ofter the Supreme Court
the opportunity to overturn holdings in Roe v. Wade,* which held that the
US Constitution’s right to privacy included a woman’s right to obtain an
abortion, and in Planned Parenthood v. Casey,” which affirmed Roe based
on “the premise that women had ‘reliance interests’ in the judicially-cre-
ated right to abortion that ensured their capacity ‘to participate equally in
the economic and social life of the nation™”.*

The right to abortion — to escape from the responsibility of caregiv-
ing — has been prioritized over the right to care for children (or the elderly
or people with disabilities) without suftering severe economic penalty. The
fight for the right of women to become more like ideal male workers, has
been prioritized over the fight to restructure the workplace to accommo-
date caregiving, or to institute social supports for caregivers outside of the
structures of the workplace.

One would think that the extraordinary collapse of the female employ-
ment market during the COVID pandemic would be the occasion for
serious examination of the existing edifice. Instead, the response has been
a set of piecemeal, unimaginative patches to this creaky structure.” The
cataclysmic collapse of female employment because of the lack of support
for caregiving has not moved policy-makers to embrace more radical re-
structuring of the labor market that might make work more compatible
with caregiving responsibilities. There has been no concrete movement
toward recognition of a social responsibility to care for the caregiver in the
broader contexts in which caregiving is crucial to our society — not just for
our children, but also for the elderly and disabled.

In a recent essay, Joan Williams argued that the recent pandemic has
exposed many of the here-to-for hidden pressures of childraising that have
up until now been the predominant burden of mothers. She wrote: “Be-
fore COVID, many parents quietly skulked oft to attend the school play
or coach a soccer game, workers nursed their babies in cars parked outside
factories, and adult children slid away unobtrusively to take elders to the

410 US. 113 (1973).

505 U.S. 833 (1992).

40 Amicus Brief of 240 Women Scholars and Professionals, and Prolife Feminist Or-
ganizations in Support of Petitioners, Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization,
No. 19-1392 (S. Ct. argued Dec. 1, 2021), at p. 5.

1 See Schiltz, supra note 21 for more detailed discussion of the legislative responses
to the crisis in childcare.
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doctor. Now there’s a lot less of a taboo because you can’t hide it”.* She
notes that, to her astonishment:
With most of us working from home these days, Americans’ work-
day has increased by 40% — roughly 3 hours a day — the largest
increase in the world. Yes, I fact-checked that. I couldn’t believe it
either. The problem with all this busyness and productivity is that it
comes at a huge price. Many employees are now doing the work of
three or more people. They’re doing their own jobs, their childcare
worker’s jobs, and their children’s teacher’s jobs. Yet, many employ-
ers seem oblivious. I hear reports of companies cheerfully assuring
their employees, and themselves, that everyone is working at, or
close to, 100%. Why don’t more managers see the problem here?*
Her response: “It’s because there’s still a widespread reverence for the
‘ideal worker’”.#

How are women reacting to what they are seeing and experiencing
during these past two years? For one thing, according to The Brookings
Institute, they have stopped having babies. “The data show a baby bust of
60,000 missing births between October 2020 and February 2021, roughly
corresponding to conceptions that would have occurred between January
and May 2020”.% As the wave of Covid infections dropped in the summer
of 2020, the baby bust receded, but it is not unrealistic to assume that the
bust will reappear when we have data on conceptions during the ensuing
months, when Covid infections rose again. In other words, many women
are protecting themselves by retaining the flexibility to mold themselves
into the ideal workers that our workplace structures demand. They are
choosing the same result that access to abortion gives them, because it is
the only rational option realistically available to them, faced with the in-
stitutional structures of our workplace that simply will not bend, will not
yield to the demands of caregiving, and faced with the lack of any social
support for caregiving outside of the workplace.

2 Williams, Joan C., The Pandemic Has Exposed the Fallacy of the ‘Ideal Worker’, Har-
vard Business Review (May 11, 2020), available at: https://hbr.org/2020/05/the-pan-
demic-has-exposed-the-fallacy-of-the-ideal-worker

B Id.

*Id.

# Kearney, M. and Levine, P, Early Evidence of Missing Births from the COVID-19
Baby Bust (Dec. 13, 2021), available at: https://www.brookings.edu/research/early-
evidence-of-missing-births-from-the-covid-19-baby-bust/
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I believe that, unfortunately, what Joan Williams has identified as the
“widespread reverence for the ‘ideal worker’” is not just held by employ-
ers, but also has come to be accepted by many women. I also believe that
some of “reverence” is, in fact, facilitated and enabled by the enshrining
abortion — a highly efficient mechanism for ensuring a constant supply of
‘ideal workers’ — as the primary value in the quest of equality for wom-
en. Taking their lead from the leaders of the feminist movement, women
have essentially been encouraged to rely on abortion as a ‘release valve’ for
society’s devaluation of the work of caring for others. As long as abortion
maintains its status as the single most important factor in ensuring wom-
en’s equality: 1) women who would prefer other options are made to feel
as though they are not committed to the ideal of equality for women; 2)
feminist activists have little incentive to fight for structural changes that
might ofter other options. As a result, women who choose to become par-
ents and devote time to caregiving are left with the reality that this choice
is a private one that they can indulge in if they want, but not to expect
any social support for making that choice. Having a child is like taking up
sailing — perfectly fine to do, if you can aftord it, but not something that
deserves social support.

2. Disability Rights Theory*

Like the situation of working women described above, the position
of people with disabilities in the United States presents a paradox. On
the one hand, we have some of the world’s most favorable laws and a
relatively hospitable social climate for full and equal access of people with
disabilities to all aspects of society, including the workforce. On the other
hand, though, these laws are largely aimed at benefitting those people with
disabilities who can live relatively autonomously, and can essentially suc-
ceed in the workforce on equal terms with those who do not have those
capabilities. Because of the disability rights community’s almost exclusive
focus on enshrining autonomy as the ultimate value for which all should
strive, people with disabilities who are truly dependent on caregivers, and
their caregivers, are increasingly being left behind with no or inadequate
social supports.

* Portions of this section are adapted from Elizabeth Schiltz, Hauerwas and Disa-

bility Law: Exposing the Cracks in the Foundations of Disability Law, 75 Journal of Law
and Contemporary Problems 23, 30-33 (2012).
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The decades of the 1970s and 1980s saw the emergence in the United
States of the disability rights movement, in which people with disabilities
modeled their struggles for freedom and equal treatment on the civil rights
movements of the 1960s that saw the successful assertion of freedom and
equality by racial minorities and women. Central to the ideology of the
disability rights movement was the rejection of the “medical model” of
disability in favor of a “social construction model” of disability. The med-
ical model of disability assumes that a disability is a “deficient or flawed
human condition, a bodily deviation due to a ‘loss’ of capacity in one
way or another, which holds a person back from participation in society.
Hence, disability represents an inability, abnormality, or disadvantage call-
ing for management and correction in order to restore proper function-
ing”. Axiomatic to this model is that it is the nondisabled who must do
this management and correction, and that the management and correction
1s aimed at making those with disabilities more like the nondisabled. Disa-
bility rights advocates argued that this model deprives the disabled of their
own voice — that is, the nondisabled determine what is best for the disabled
based on their own views of “the normal” and impose those views on the
disabled. This complaint is captured in the slogan: “Nothing About Us
Without Us”.*

The disability rights movement advocated an alternative model that
views the disability as a social construct. Under the social construction
model, a disability is more a function of the physical and social standards
established by society as normal than a function of some defect in the body
of the individual with the disability. It is society that disables a person who
uses a wheelchair by constructing buildings with stairs, rather than eleva-
tors or ramps — not the paralysis of her legs. Under this model,

[g]enuine healing is more than a matter of an individual’s bodily ad-
justment to fit society’s definition of normalcy. It is instead a matter
of society adjusting to the presence of diverse people with a range
of impairments. And with this we enter the arena of civil rights and
social justice.*
Although the ideology of the disability rights movement described above
has, indeed, been a powerful force for significant improvements in the

" Thomas E. Reynolds, Vulnerable Communion: A Theology Of Disability And Hospi-
tality 25 (2008).

* James I. Charlton, Nothing About Us Without Us (1998).

# Reynolds, supra note 47, at 29.
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civil rights and justice accorded people with disabilities, it is not immune
from criticism. For one thing, it ignores the reality of physical conditions
responsible for some physical and cognitive disabilities that are not the
product of social construction. More significantly, though, it is based on a
concept of human nature in which self-representation and the freedom to
shape one’s own identity are the paramount values. As Dutch philosopher
Hans Reinders argues,
Underlying the [social construction model] is an anthropological
claim about the nature of our being. As human beings, we are free
to construe the nature of our own being in the act of self-identifi-
cation. This freedom is shaped, and thus constrained, by numerous
cultural, political, and economic contingencies, but as ontological
freedom it is certain. Human beings are the kinds of beings who
have their existence as a task, not a preordained destination. This
anthropological claim reinforces the appearance of people with pro-
found intellectual disability as problematic.*
Furthermore, this model “espouses an ethics of political activism” from
which the severely intellectually disabled are also excluded.
[T]he suggestion that acts of will are essential in overcoming ‘disa-
bility’ is indebted to a model of political rationality that presupposes
a liberal notion of autonomy. ... It suggests that ‘emancipation from
repression relies on the intellectual and emotional resources of the
individual’. In this respect, it clearly does not represent people with
intellectual disabilities, let alone people with profound intellectual
disabilities.’!
The focus on the values of autonomy and independence as the ultimate
values to be served by disability law 1s evident in the most fundamental
American disability law, the Americans with Disabilities Act (“ADA”).>
The ADA has three main parts. First, it requires the removal of architec-
tural barriers, and prohibits discriminatory eligibility criteria, that would
prevent anyone with a disability from accessing any public accommoda-
tions.” This is likely what people think of as the ‘core’ of the ADA. It has
led to the widespread adoption of ‘universal design’ principles that have
been revolutionary in opening access to public places to people with phys-

50 Hans Reinders, Receiving the Gift of Friendship: Profound Disability, Theological An-
thropology, and Ethics 86 (2008).

U d. at 67.

2 PL 101-336, July 26, 1990, 104 Stat 327, codified at 42 U.S.C. §§ 12101-12213.

> ADA, Title III, codified at 42 U.S.C. §§ 12181-12189.
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ical disabilities. This most visible aspect of the ADA illustrates vividly the
animating vision of the bulk of the advocates who pushed for its enact-
ment — mostly college-educated students with physical disabilities. These
brave and committed activists truly changed the world for the better for
ALL people with any kind of disabilities — that is indisputable. But the law
itself is clearly focused predominantly on helping those with disabilities
who are realistically capable of achieving a productive, independent life do
precisely that.

The second prong of the ADA prohibits discrimination against qual-
ified individuals with disabilities in employment.* It requires employers
to make reasonable accommodations for people with disabilities to allow
them to use their abilities to perform jobs for which are otherwise quali-
fied. This is a powerful and wonderful piece of civil rights legislation, but
it has very limited application to the life of people with significant intellec-
tual disabilities, because they are not likely to be able to meet the threshold
standard of being “otherwise qualified” to hold most jobs. As interpreted,
the ADA does not recognize as reasonable accommodations the sorts of
support that many people with intellectual disabilities might need to hold
a job, such as long term job coaching,* or permitting teams of people with
cognitive disabilities to performing the same tasks normally performed by
one person.*

Third, the ADA prohibits excluding a qualified person with a disability
from participation in the services, programs, or activities of any public en-
tity.” This is the provision relied on by the Supreme Court in the landmark
Olmstead v. LC case discussed above. But, as noted above, all the decision
does is tell states that they can’t institutionalize people unless it’s necessary;
it doesn’t provide, or do anything to actually create the alternative settings
to which people with disabilities can move. As also described above, this
has resulted in people with disabilities who are not capable of autono-
mous living having to rely on their families for caregiving. But because
this sort of living is not compatible with the ideal of autonomy espoused
by disability rights activists, they do not push for changes to laws or social

> ADA Title I, codified at 42 U.S.C. §§ 12131-12165.

> EEOC v. Hertz, 1998 WL 5694 (E.D. Mich 1998). See also Miami Univ. v. Ohio
Civ. Rights Comm, 726 N.E. 2d 1032 Ct. App. OH 1999) (finding that temporary
job coaching at the beginning of employment might be a reasonable accommodation,
particularly where the employee does not pay for the job coaches).

> Gilbert v. Frank, 949 E2d 637, 644 (2nd Cir. 1991).

7 ADA Title I, codified at 42 U.S.C. §§ 12111-12117.
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structures that might support this kind of living. Indeed, for the most part,
they actively oppose it.

There are two disability law reform initiatives that dramatically illustrate
the continued hold of the autonomy ideal in disability rights activism, at
the expense of those whose lives witness a very different vision of human
dignity. One has to do with jobs, the other with housing.

a. Restricting employment options that do not conform to
the ideal of autonomy. Over the past decades, there has been a push to
close what are called “sheltered workshops”, that is settings where people
with disabilities work together in some sort of a closed setting, doing work
typically contracted for by companies, sometimes at less than minimum
wage. There are two aspects to the “shelter” in that name. One is physi-
cal: these people are spending their days in segregated settings, apart from
nondisabled people for the most part. The other is a figurative shelter — an
exemption that lets employers be certified to pay less than legal minimum
wages for people whose “earning or productive capacity is impaired by
age, physical or mental deficiency, or injury”.>® Both of these types of
shelter are subject to pressure. There is constant pressure by the disability
rights community to change the law to eliminate the exemption entirely.

[ fully support a critical and careful look at situations where employees
are playing less than minimum wage to any person with a disability who is
capable of doing work at the same level as those without disabilities. And
[ fully support efforts to identify people who might be isolated in segre-
gated work environments, but are capable of working in more integrated
settings, and to support them in finding such settings. But not everyone
with a disability is capable of that kind of work, or is safe or comfortable
in the hullaballoo of the world of commerce. And the pressure to recog-
nize only one kind of work as legitimate, noble, and enhancing of dignity,
is having the effect of eliminating work arrangements centered around a
different vision of work — a vision of work as the ongoing participation in
the God’s creation, as having both an objective and subjective dimension,
as something with an intrinsic social dimension, as well.”

In 2014, the minimum wage exemption was amended to add a require-
ment that no one under the age of 25 could receive a subminimum wage

29 US.C. § 214(c).
% Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the
Church §§ 270-275 (2003).
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unless their state’s Vocational Rehabilitation office (“VR”) certified that
they were ineligible or unsuccessful at achieving “competitive, integrated
employment”.® The de facto result of this regulatory change has been the
creation of two classes of people with disabilities in the employment mar-
ket — those capable of, and those not capable of, competitive integrated
employment. Those who fail at competitive integrated employment are
increasingly being left with no options, as settings with the slightest re-
semblance to a sheltered work environments are closed, by state mandates
or by regulatory obstacles and funding issues. In 2021, the Department of
Education issued updated guidance on the criterion for an integrated em-
ployment location in this definition.®" It eliminated from that definition any
employment setting that was formed for the specific purpose of employing
individuals with disabilities. It also eliminated group employment settings,
such as janitorial and landscaping crews, unless the employer could prove
that this crew was not put together for the purpose of employing people
with disabilities. The guidance does say that a person with disabilities has
the right to choose not to seek “competitive integrated employment”.
However, no state funding can used to support that person. Instead, “the
VR agency must refer the individual with a disability to other community
resources that may be able to assist the individual”.®?

Realistically, there are no such other community resources. So in fact,
the family caregivers who are responsible for the daily care of a significant-
ly disabled person who is not capable of competitive integrated employ-
ment are increasingly being left on their own, without any social support,
to find suitable work for their loved ones. In other words, the full resourc-
es of social support for employment for people with disabilities are only
available to people with disabilities who fit the dominant narrative of the
disability rights community — people for whom barriers to employment
are social attitudes, rather than real limitations in functioning in the work-
place; people for whom autonomy is an appropriate state of life.

Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act, Pub.L. 113-128, § 2, July 22, 2014,
128 Stat. 1428, codified at 29 USC § 3101 et. seq.

¢ U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education and R ehabilitative
Services, Rehabilitation Services Administration, FAQ 22-02, Criterion for an Inte-
grated Employment Location in the Definition of “Competitive Integrated Employ-
ment” and Participant Choice (October 29, 2021).

2 1d. at Q.20.
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b. Restricting housing options. The deinstitutionalization of people
with disabilities has been the single most important move in the history
of disability rights. But, as mentioned above, it’s not enough to close the
big institutions, you also have to find places for the released people to
live. That mostly happens through the Medicaid waivers described above.
The regulations governing these waivers over the last few years have been
undergoing a move very similar to the work regulations discussed above.
This has played out in the definition of what qualifies as a “home and
community-based” setting (“HCB”) that 1s eligible for waiver funding.
In 2014, when the Department of Health and Human Services (“HHS”)
adopted new regulations defining what qualifies as an HCB, it was subject
to a lot of pressure to place strict numerical limits on the number of peo-
ple with disabilities who could live in a such a setting — to no more than
4 people with disabilities. It resisted that pressure, instead establishing a set
of minimum qualities for an HCB setting.® However, the individual states
that administer the Medicaid waivers are allowed to set a higher threshold
for HCB settings than required by the regulation, and have the option of
establishing size and occupancy limitations, and many states are doing so.
And the pressure for national regulations to impose a 4-person limit on
HCBs continues.*

‘What is the practical consequence of this pressure? I serve on the Board
of L’Arche USA, the American wing of the international movement
founded by Jean Vanier, which establishes “homes and workplaces where peo-
ple with and without intellectual disabilities live and work together as peers, create
inclusive communities of faith and friendship, and transform society through rela-
tionships that cross social boundaries”. Many of these communities are finding
it harder and harder to maintain these sorts of vibrant group housing en-

42 C.ER. § 441.530. Such a setting cannot be segregated from the greater commu-
nity; must protect the individual’s rights of privacy, dignity and respect, and freedom
from coercion and restraint; must optimize individual initiative, autonomy, and inde-
pendence in making life choices, including but not limited to, daily activities, physical
environment, and with whom to interact; and must ensure that residents have privacy,
the right to lock doors, freedom and support to control own schedules, access to food
at any time, and the ability to have visitors.

o See, e.g., Proposed Disability Integration Act (H.R. 555/ S. 117) would estab-
lish strong legal incentives toward community-based living even for individuals who
require long-term services and supports for activities of daily living. This would be a
tremendous leap forward in integration; it would standardize services in all 50 states,
eliminate waiting lists. But it would define “community based” group home dwellings
as those in which 4 or fewer persons with disabilities reside. See § 3(a)(3)(B)(iii).
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vironments, in the face of these regulatory pressures that can make these
homes economically unfeasible.

This move is also contrary to what other, nondisabled people are in-
creasingly seeking out in their own living situations. The hottest trends
in housing is the development of multi-generational housing supporting
large family structures, shared housing, co-housing or co-living and co-
operative housing. All of these movements recognize the value of mutual
dependency, and stronger networks of common life. The isolation of the
pandemic has given us all a greater appreciation for the value of these sorts
of networks. How ironic that those who are most dependent should be
being denied opportunities to live in the sorts of settings those without
disabilities are seeking out.

The elimination of social support for people with disabilities who are
choosing or seeking family-like housing arrangements is driven by the
disability rights advocate’s single-minded focus on autonomy as the ulti-
mate value for people with disability. The ideal of living an independent,
autonomous life has been prioritized over the need to support living ar-
rangements that work for people with disabilities who are not capable of
living autonomous lives. Social supports are directed more and more to
the arrangements that serve people capable of autonomous living, leaving
fewer options and supports for those who are not capable.

These two examples illustrate the practical consequences of the power
of the autonomy ideal of disability rights to shape policies aftecting the
lives of people with disabilities and their caregivers. The caregivers who
have responsibilities for those who are not capable of autonomous life,
who are seeking work arrangements or housing situations that provide
the caregiving support needed for their loved ones, are given less and less
support in that search. Just like the women whose quest for alternatives
to abortion calls into question their commitment to equality for women,
parents or caregivers who question the wisdom of closing all sheltered
work arrangements or congregate living arrangements are suspected of
lack of commitment to the equality and potential of people with disability.
As Tom Reynolds, a theologian and the parent of a son with intellectual
disabilities, explains,

There is a two-sided charge that obligates parents of children with
disabilities. ... First, there is a responsibility to affirm, nurture, and
empower the unique person, helping to foster his or her own pecu-
liar way of being. Second, there is a responsibility to encourage in-
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dependence and capacity to live productively with others in society.

However, these two charges often run against one another.®
Just like the feminist activists whose commitment to abortion diminishes
their incentive to fight for structural changes to support caregiving, disa-
bility rights activists’ commitment to autonomy diminishes their incentive
to fight for support for the caregiving required for people with disabilities
who are not capable of autonomous living. As a result, women who have
caregiving responsibilities for people with significant disabilities live with
the reality that this, too, is a private matter for which they should not
expect social support. Although it is still the case that caregiving respon-
sibility for people with significant disabilities is mostly not a choice, since
many disabilities appear or develop after a child is born, the increase of the
ability to prenatally diagnose many disabilities renders the assumption of
such caregiving responsibility more and more vulnerable to be seen as a
mother’s “choice”, even further diminishing the sense of social responsi-
bility for the consequences.

D. Suggestions for Shifting the Conversation to a Healthier Understand-
ing of the Family as a Common Good

It 15, T hope, clear from the foregoing why I am skeptical that about
being able to persuade American women caregivers (or policy makers) that
they should shift their understanding of the family as a ‘common good’
of an aggregative type to a relational common good. I do not believe they
perceive the family as a common good of any type, not even the shal-
low type of common good that I describe as predominating in American
popular discourse. The lived experience of the total lack of support for
caregiving that has been magnified by the COVID Pandemic is powerful
evidence that caring for and maintaining families is not considered to be
an endeavor contributing to any identifiable social goal about which there
is enough consensus to justify social support. It is a hobby, a private matter,
the cost for which women must shoulder on their own.

This reality reinforces the powerful rhetoric that women have come to
believe about their family caregiving work. Feminists have succeeded in
convincing women (and policy makers) that women’s equality depends
on their ability to renounce caregiving responsibilities; advocating for so-
cial support of childrearing amounts to a renunciation of commitment

% Reynolds, supra note 47 at 75.
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to equality for women. Disability activists have succeeded in convincing
women with caregiving responsibilities for significantly disabled family
members (and policy makers) that respect for the rights of their disabled
loved ones depends on an absolute commitment to enabling that loved
one to live an autonomous life; advocating for support for a life of a sig-
nificantly disabled loved one who cannot live autonomously amounts to a
renunciation of commitment to equality for people with disabilities.

‘What is to be done? Might it perhaps be possible to try to introduce the
concept that families should be considered a common good — any kind of
common good — by using the general, popular notion of ‘common good’,
to at least counter some of the powerful rhetoric described above? Recall
that this general, popular understanding of ‘common good’ is code for a
call to activism of some type — the direction of that activism seems to be ir-
relevant. It might be possible to characterize campaigns to introduce legis-
lative or policy changes that are truly supportive of the work of caregiving
as being in service of the common good in that way. Neither feminists nor
disability activists, nor women who are influenced by the rhetoric of these
movements, should be alienated by a campaign to work together for the
common good of providing more support for the exceptionally vulnerable
populations of children and severely disabled people. The use of this sort of
rhetoric to characterize a campaign for structural reforms might be more
palatable than more directly attacking the centrality of notions like equality
and autonomy in support of such reforms.

At the same time, hearing the notion of “common good” in connection
of such campaigns might acclimatize women to accepting their caregiving
work as something that has more value than a private hobby, indeed, as
something more like a “common good” in the sense that the Church has
historically used the term. Indeed, intuitively, it seems to me that hearing
this phrase in such a context (even if it is understood in its most shallow
sense) will convey to women that caregiving work does have a broad-
er social value, that, in fact, it does foster personal development, social
well-being, and development of society (in other words, understanding
“common good” in a more Catholic way). It might also pave the way for
appreciating the value of caregiving work as fundamentally relational, rath-
er than merely material or economic — leading to a more rich appreciation
of the family as a relational good. In the words of Pierpaolo Donati, this
might help give women the mental framework to reclaim their intuitive
appreciation of the family as a common good from “a completely different
configuration from what today is understood as the common good, which
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1s generally understood as the sum of individual goods acquired through
individual opportunities: the common good would instead be the relation
of reciprocity from which individual goods derive”.*

 Donati, supra note 8, at 251.
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In this paper, I discuss how coping with stress in times of crisis can offer
opportunities to strengthen family bonds. The main thesis of this paper is
that crises and their concomitant stress can either have devastating effects
on families or become opportunities for resilience and growth depending
on the ways in which family members approach these events. On the one
hand, stress can lead to greater dysfunction by constraining the ways in
which family members spend time together, communicate with one an-
other, or share positive experiences — all of which are essential resources
for promoting close relationships. On the other hand, growth and resil-
ience may come as a result of family members’ commitment to protect
and nurture their bonds and coping with stress in ways that prioritize not
only the individual, but also their family relationships. In turn, strong and
healthy family bonds can protect against the harmful eftects of chronic
stress on the individual’s physical and emotional well-being.

[ approach this discussion from a secular perspective that integrates three
decades of clinical experience, my research on couples’ stress and coping
processes in the U.S. and in Argentina (including systematic reviews of
the empirical and conceptual literature on stress and coping), collabora-
tions with stress and coping researchers from various countries, as well as
programs that I have developed and implemented to assist low-income
couples cope with relationship and financial stress. Throughout the paper,
[ refer to family as all relationships that individuals choose to define as such
(including family of origin and/or choice). Additionally, considering the
infinite number of expected and unexpected internal and external chal-
lenges that families may encounter, the present discussion will only refer
to some of the external stressors that families have commonly experienced
in the last decade. As such, the discussion in the present paper will include:
(a) definitions of stress and coping; (b) an account of the most significant
chronic external stressors that families have been facing before and during
the COVID-19 pandemic; (c) the harmful impact of stress on individuals’
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physical and mental health and their relationships; (d) coping strategies that
only focus on the individual and the limitations of such strategies; (e) rela-
tional coping approaches that protect and strengthen family relationships;
(f) recommendations to help families strengthen their bonds when coping
with stress; and (g) the description of a community program for couples
whose goals and results are consistent with such recommendations.

Stress, Stressors, and Coping — Definitions

The origins of the word stress in English dates back to the 14th centu-
ry as a shortening of the word distress. The Middle English distress derives
from the word estresse (narrowness, oppression) in French, which in turns
derives from the Latin word strictus (tight, compressed, drawn together)
[1]. Before it was a precise scientific term in the 19th century, the term
stress was already used as part of everyday language to denote “an external
disturbing event or the perturbation resulting from it” [2]. In the early
1900s, the physiologist Walter Cannon defined stress as a process in which
the somatic homeostasis is unsettled by external threats that lead to the
mobilization of resources to cope with the situation [3]. In fact, Cannon
also introduced the notion that organisms react to stress with a fight-or-flight
response. Thus, it was not until recent history that stress was clearly recog-
nized as an internal reaction to external events.

More recently, in the 1980s, psychologists Lazarus and Folkman [4]
introduced a cognitive appraisal model that has prevailed in the field of
psychology since then: Stress is not the stimulus (stressor), but rather the
perception that the “demands of a situation exceed the personal and social
resources the individual is able to mobilize”. In particular, primary ap-
praisal refers to the way in which individuals evaluate the significance of
the stressor to their well-being (e.g., “Is it a threat or a loss?””), whereas
secondary appraisal involves an assessment of coping resources available to
address the perceived threat/loss (e.g., “Can I cope with this situation?”).
Resources can be physical (e.g., health, energy, food), social (e.g., social
support), psychological (e.g., perceived control), or material (e.g., money).
Stressors can be acute (short-term), episodic acute (frequent acute stress),
chronic (long term), expected (e.g., beginning of school or new job) and/
or unexpected (e.g., natural disaster, car accident). Lazarus and Folkman
refer to coping as the use of “cognitive and behavioral efforts to master,
reduce or tolerate the internal and/or external demands that are created by
the stressful transaction” [4] In the present paper, I will follow Lazarus and
Folkman’s definitions of stress, stressor, and coping.
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External Stressors for Families Before the COVID-19 Outbreak

Before discussing the way that families can strengthen their bonds dur-
ing times of crisis, it is important to describe the increasing number of
external stressors that families have experienced even before the COV-
ID-19 pandemic. Although I provide examples of chronic stressors that
have affected U.S. families, families in other parts of the world also expe-
rience similar ones. At the outset, I need to underline that this review is
necessarily brief; detailed discussions of every stressor is well beyond the
scope of this paper.

Before the pandemic, individuals and families were already reporting
higher levels of chronic stress in their everyday lives. In the U.S. this increase
was followed closely by the annual Stress in America survey conducted by
the American Psychological Association (APA). Since its initial implemen-
tation in 2007, between 60% and 80% of respondents have consistently
reported that their major sources of stress are money, workload, family
responsibilities, and healthcare and housing costs [5]. Clearly, finances have
been a chronic source of stress for families due to the increasing costs of
housing, food, education, and medical care, all of which have increased at
a faster pace than wage growth [6] and have resulted in higher family debt
(e.g., student loans, mortgage, personal loans, etc.) [7]. The higher cost of
living has resulted in an increase in more households with two working
parents [8]. These families experience the chronic stress that comes from
balancing work and family life responsibilities and finding aftordable infor-
mal or institutional child and adult care.

For some families the stress from financial and work-family balance
struggles is exacerbated by the presence of other chronic stressors. Poor
families may only afford to live in neighborhoods with high rates of crime
and drug/alcohol use; this may result in additional concerns over safety
and protection of family members [9]. Immigrant families experience dai-
ly stress from language barriers, limited information and understanding of
norms and cultural values, lack of knowledge about medical/educational/
legal systems, racial and/or ethnic discrimination, acculturation pressures,
fears about their immigration status, and/or finding jobs [10]. And most
importantly, several populations in the U.S. continue to experience chron-
ic stress from systemic, institutional, and interpersonal discrimination based
on aspects of their identity, including their race, country of origin/ethnic-
ity, religion, income, education level, gender, sexual orientation, and/or
disability status. A recent study demonstrated that various minority groups
in the U.S. continue today to experience discrimination when interacting
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with the police, applying for jobs, trying to rent a room/apartment or
buying a house, or going to the doctor or health clinic [11].

In addition to these chronic stressors, families have also been coping
more frequently with natural disasters such as floods, tornados, hurricanes,
droughts, and fires caused by climate change. Families affected by these nat-
ural disasters as well as those living in war zones have dealt with the stress
created by the disruption to all aspects of life, material and human losses, se-
rious health issues, and the threat to their own existence [12]. The increasing
levels of chronic stress endured by families in modern life beyond the stress
caused by their own unique circumstances (e.g., healthy conditions, acci-
dents, divorce, etc.) are concerning, and definitely alarming in the case of
unprivileged populations. It is undeniable that families need to learn to cope
with this chronic stress to protect their members and their relationships.

Additional External Stressors for Families Since the COVID-19 Outbreak

The COVID-19 pandemic has profoundly aftected families around the
world by adding stressors and/or exacerbating existing ones across virtu-
ally all domains of life [13, 14, 15, 17, 29]. School closures, lockdowns,
social distancing, and other measures imposed by governments to contain
the spread of the coronavirus deeply aftected the economy and family
life. Reductions in work hours, layoffs, and decreased productivity created
or amplified financial problems for families, particularly those with lower
incomes. Family lifestyle and routines were completely transformed over-
night, as a large number of adults had to work from home with children
receiving virtual instruction. Families had to juggle work and family re-
sponsibilities while negotiating time, space, and physical boundaries. For
months, family members found themselves spending all time together or
living in complete isolation. Lockdown measures and fear of contagion
resulted in loss of social life, recreational activities, and support systems,
along with disruption of medical treatments and important life events (e.g.,
weddings, graduations, funerals, etc.). Furthermore, for those with low
digital literacy and limited access to a Wi-Fi connection and electronic de-
vices, the isolation and inability to access services was even more dramatic.
On top of family life disruptions, limited access to vaccines among adults,
unavailability of vaccines for young age groups, and hypervigilance around
contracting the virus have added another layer of stress, particularly for
parents of young children and individuals with health conditions.

Undoubtedly, the magnitude of these transformations has been extraor-
dinary and markedly stressful. As such, it is unsurprising that most people

270 | The Family as a Relational Good: the Challenge of Love



COPING WITH STRESS IN TIMES OF CRISIS: AN OPPORTUNITY FOR STRENGTHENING FAMILY BONDS

believe the pandemic has changed our lives forever. Indeed, it remains
a major source of stress for everyone worldwide [13, 14, 15, 17]. Im-
portantly, some populations have been disproportionately affected by the
pandemic than others. Essential workers, health care providers, and first
responders have been at higher risk of becoming infected and passing the
virus onto others. For health care workers in particular, long work hours
and the traumatic circumstances of their work (e.g., difficult medical de-
cisions, losing patients and colleagues, high risk of infection) have led to
both physical and mental exhaustion [16, 29]. Similarly, COVID-related
stress and trauma have been devastating for families that have lost loved
ones, had seriously ill members, and/or been battling with long COVID
symptoms [17, 29].

Nonetheless, the pandemic has not been the only additional source of
stress since 2020. In the U.S., the pandemic has been accompanied by ep-
isodes of police brutality (e.g., the murders of George Floyd and Breonna
Taylor), which have brought increased visibility to the systemic racism and
discrimination that have long plagued the country and continue to create
stress for minority populations [16]. Different parts of the world have also
witnessed the irreversible consequences of climate change, military inter-
ventions, and political upheaval, which have created undeniable sources
of stress. These stressors and the ones created by the pandemic have piled
up on top of the ones that existed before the pandemic. Results from the
2021 and 2022 APA Stress in America surveys show the long list of sources
of chronic stress that affect people’s lives today [16, 17]. The majority of
individuals continue to report worries about work (66%), money (61%),
the economy (87%) and family responsibilities (57%), but they are also
concerned about the supply chain issues created by pandemic-related dis-
ruptions (81%), global uncertainty (81%), Russian intervention of Ukraine
(80%), and the potential retaliation from Russia in the form of cyberat-
tacks and nuclear threats (80%), and [17]. Furthermore, the APA surveys
also indicate that the various aforementioned stressors have created uncer-
tainty about the future, particularly for young generations (Generation Z)
who report the highest overall stress levels in the U.S. [17].

In short, the world has rarely seen a global event like the pandemic. To
date, millions of individuals have died as a result of the virus, and even with
measures to reduce its devastating impact, the evolution of COVID re-
mains uncertain. Certainly, this has been an unprecedented phenomenon,
the consequences of which we will fully understand in the years to come.
In addition to the two-year long pandemic, political unrest, racism, and
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the irreversible eftects of global warming have created enormous threats
to our existence. Taken together, these global crises and the extraordinary
rise in stress in recent years challenge both the physical and mental health
of individuals and families around the world.

The Impact of Stress on Physical Health

One of the greatest concerns about the sustained levels of stress that
people have been experiencing in recent decades, particularly the past two
years, 1s its potential harmful impact on physical health. When we perceive
a situation as threatening, our sympathetic nervous system (SNS), which
controls involuntary body functions (e.g., breathing, blood pressure, heart-
beat, dilation/constriction of blood vessels), gets activated and prepares
the body for a fight-or-flight stress response [18,19]. This activation gives
the body a burst of energy and prepares it for action by releasing adren-
aline (epinephrine) and then cortisol. The release of adrenaline increases
heartbeat, breathing, and dilation of the blood vessels of the arms and legs,
while cortisol (stress hormone) elevates glucose levels in the bloodstream
[18, 19]. When the threat disappears and cortisol levels drop, the parasym-
pathetic nervous system (PNS) helps the body return to the unstressed state
(known as the “rest-and-digest” response). However, when experiencing
stress over a prolonged period, the continuous activation of the autonomic
nervous system may exhaust our bodies and contribute to the develop-
ment of various serious conditions. Ongoing elevated heart rate, blood
pressure, and stress hormone levels increase the risk for hypertension, heart
attack, and stroke [19]. Sustained high levels of stress may also lead to im-
paired communication between the immune system and the hypothalam-
ic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis, all of which have been associated with the
onset of diabetes, obesity, fatigue, and immune disorders [19]. They also
increase the likelihood of developing serious gastrointestinal disorders and
changes in appetite, which in turn may contribute to weight loss or gain
[19]. Excessive release of cortisol can also disrupt sperm production and
maturation, the menstrual cycle, and reduce sexual desire [18]. In the case
of children, chronic stress can also aftect brain development by altering
neural connections involved in thinking and learning [20].

In addition to these direct eftects, chronic stress can also affect our phys-
ical health indirectly. Stress can change one’s eating, activity levels (e.g.,
exercise), and sleep habits and lead to unhealthy behaviors (e.g., smoking,
drinking, drug use), all of which can have well-known negative impacts on
our health. Even though the development of any health conditions varies
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across individuals depending on various biological factors, chronic stress
can definitely increase this risk dramatically [18].

The Impact of Stress on Mental Health

The impact of stress on individual mental health has been studied ex-
tensively. In general, stress in adults has been associated with depression,
anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), increase in smoking, ac-
cidents, substance use, sleep difficulties, eating disorders, higher alcohol
consumption, and self-medication [18, 24]. Importantly, the deterioration
of mental health due to chronic stress has been observed across different
types of stressors. For example, in my own research, economic stress was
found to be associated with anxiety and depression [23] and immigration
stress with problematic drinking in Latin American adults living in the
U.S. [24]. Perceived discrimination has been associated with depression,
low-self-esteem, and traumatic stress symptoms [26]. In children, chronic
stress has been linked to academic, emotional and behavioral problems,
including but not limited to school readiness, academic achievement, de-
pression, anxiety, self-regulation, emotion regulation, among others. [20,
21, 25]. For example, children and adolescents experiencing stress from
natural disasters or war have reported anxiety, depression, and PTSD [18].

As noted earlier, in the years prior to the pandemic, individuals and
families have long reported experiencing increasingly stressful lives. As
such, mental health disorders were on the rise during this time, with one
in five U.S. adults reporting a mental illness or related symptoms [27,28].
The COVID-19 pandemic has only exacerbated these mental health chal-
lenges over time. In fact, the situation has become so critical that in the
U.S,, the 2020 APA “Stress in America” report spoke of “a national mental
health crisis that could yield serious health and social consequences for
years to come” [13]. More specifically, in 2020 75% of respondents re-
ported sitting around and doing nothing, 74% felt very restless, 73% found
it hard to think properly or concentrate, 73% felt lonely, and 71% felt
miserable or unhappy [13]. Reports from 2021 in the U.S. indicated that
one in three adults were so stressed about the coronavirus pandemic that
they struggled to make basic decisions (e.g., what to wear or what to eat)
as well as major life decisions [16]. A recent meta-analysis from studies on
68 samples across the world paints the same mental health picture related
to the pandemic: Increases in anxiety and depressive disorders, insomnia,
post-traumatic stress disorder, substance use, suicidal ideation, suicide, and
drug overdose deaths [27].
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Regarding the mental health effects of the pandemic on children, a
national survey in the U.S. found that 71% of parents said the pandemic
had taken a toll on their child’s mental health, with 69% indicating that
the pandemic was the worst thing to happen to their child. Data from the
Center for Disease Control (CDC) in the U.S. showed that from March
2020 to October 2020, mental health-related emergency department visits
increased 24% for children ages 5 to 11 and 31% for those ages 12 to 17
compared with 2019 emergency department visits. [28]. The situation in
the U.S. is comparable with studies from other countries that also found
an increase in various mental health disorders in children during the pan-
demic (e.g., attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, oppositional defiant
disorder, depression, anxiety) [29].

[t is important to note that even though the pandemic may have neg-
atively affected mental health for a large majority of the population, this
impact has been stronger for particular groups. First, adolescents and
young adults (Generation Z) in the U.S. have reported worse overall men-
tal health (including depression symptoms), more substance use, and more
suicidal ideation than any other age group [16, 30], all of which has been
attributed to an increase in uncertainty and hopelessness for the future
[16]. Second, women with children report greater symptoms of anxiety
and/or depression than men with children [30], which may be attributed
to increased stress associated with school closures and lack of childcare.
Third, Latinos and African Americans in the U.S., who have been dis-
proportionately affected by the pandemic, are also more likely to report
symptoms of anxiety and depression than other populations [30]. Finally,
essential workers have reported increased substance use, suicidal ideation,
and burnout [30] and have been more likely to be diagnosed with a mental
health disorder during the pandemic [16].

Chronic Stress and Relationships

Chronic stressors can have a detrimental impact on family relation-
ships (spouses/partners, children, and other significant family members).
Chronic stressors external to a relationship can often negatively impact
partners’ relationship functioning and parent-child relationships, a phe-
nomenon referred to as stress spillover [31]. In particular, chronic stress may
render individuals less likely to respond to and interact with one another in
adaptive, relationship-enhancing ways, in part due to the negative changes
that stress has on our emotional well-being. When stressed, we become
preoccupied with the stressor and the resources required to cope with it. We
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may spend a considerable amount of time ruminating about the problem,
which is associated with an increase in negative thinking (e.g., self-blame
cognitions, catastrophizing). As stress persists, our self-esteem, sense of self-
worth, and confidence in our ability to address challenges may deteriorate
notably. As a result, we may experience negative emotions (e.g., frustra-
tion, anger, fear, guilt) with more intensity and struggle to manage these
emotions effectively (i.e., emotional dysregulation). Put together, all of
these changes — the psychological distress, emotional dysregulation, and
associated consequences (e.g., concentration and sleep disturbances, de-
pression, anxiety) — may make it challenging to engage in positive relation-
ship behaviors with our spouses/partners and children because our cogni-
tive and emotional resources are divided among several effortful acts [32].
Consequently, we may become more irritable, impatient, and hostile in
our interactions with others. We may be more prone to engage in conflict
and find it difficult to de-escalate heated arguments. Furthermore, the pre-
occupation with the stressor may turn our attention away from others and
more to our internal world. As we become more self-oriented rather than
other-oriented, we are less likely to be present in our interactions and may
withdraw from others. We become less empathic and understanding with
our spouses/partners and children, which in turn may create conflict and/
or distance, and eventually, dissatisfaction in relationships and parenting. In
sum, stress leaves individuals in a state of resource depletion that simultane-
ously increases the likelihood of destructive behaviors and decreases overall
satisfaction with our relationships and parenting (see Figure 1).

In addition to spillover, a family member’s stress may affect their re-
lationships with others through cross-over [33]. The defining feature of a
tamily 1s interdependence, or the idea that one person’s experiences have the
capacity to influence the outcomes of other family members. Thus, stress
cross-over suggests that stress experienced by one family member affects
not only that individual, but also others within the family unit. This has
been shown consistently across studies of couple functioning examining
a variety of external stressors, including racial discrimination [34], immi-
gration-related stress [35], illness, work-related stress, and job loss, among
others [32]. Additionally, and most importantly, many of the stressors that
family members experience affect more than one family member direct-
ly. This may be the case especially when both parents struggle to meet
their full-time work and family responsibilities, when a child has a serious
academic, social or neuro-developmental disorder (e.g., autism, learning
disability), when there are financial, legal, or housing problems, when a
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family member has a serious medical condition, or when facing pandemic
related stressors.

When several family members become stressed either through crosso-
ver or spillover, the quality of their relationships are at risk of deteriorating
[31, 32]. Findings from (a) my studies on the impact of economic stress
on couple relationships during the 2001-2002 economic crisis in Argen-
tina [23, 36] and (b) a meta-analysis from international studies of financial
stress and [37] provide an excellent example of the process through which
common stressors affect family relationships. Collectively, these studies in-
dicate that partners’ economic stress is associated with increased depres-
sion, anxiety, and irritability, which in turn are linked to increased nega-
tive interactions between partners (e.g., psychological aggression, hostility,
conflict, demand/withdraw patterns) and eventually lead to declines in
relationship satisfaction and stability [34]. In addition to the deteriora-
tion of couple satisfaction and stability, studies on parenting behavior and
children’s adjustment have demonstrated when economic stress affects the
spouses’ psychological well-being and increases conflict, the quality of the
parenting declines (e.g., harsh parenting) and children develop emotional
and behavioral problems [38, 39].

Studies of other chronic stressors, such as stress related to family and
work responsibilities, discrimination, and immigration, have also shown
that such stressors are associated with negative relationship functioning
[32, 34, 35]. For example, in the U.S., racial discrimination experienced
by African Americans and immigrant related stress (e.g., language barriers,
feeling at a loss in the U.S., missing family) in Latin American couples
have been linked to lower relationship satistaction [35, 40]. Similarly, the
pandemic has been reported to deteriorate the quality of parenting (e.g.,
more authoritarian, less autonomy support), increase parental conflict, and
reduce family cohesion [41] along with the quality of couple relationships
[42, 53] for many families.

In addition to deteriorating the quality of family interactions, chronic
stressors can reduce the amount of time family members spend togeth-
er. This may happen for two reasons. On the one hand, as noted above,
stressed individuals may find it difficult to behave in a relationship- pro-
moting manner if they do not possess the resources or energy to engage in
those behaviors. As such, they may isolate themselves and withdraw from
others, given that they have reduced capacity to manage relationship issues
or engage in positive behavior (e.g., emotional support, physical aftection)
[43]. On the other hand, stressors often require time and attention to be
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resolved; thus, family members may simply have limited opportunities to
spend time as a unit [44]. Certainly, these patterns can be seen among fam-
ilies reporting greater stress within the past few years. For example, a report
by the Pew Research Center in the U.S. noted that among those work-
ing full time, 86% of mothers and 81% of fathers said they felt “rushed”
sometimes or all the time; 39% of mothers and 50% of fathers also said
they spent too little time with their kids [8]. These reports are concerning
considering that research shows that less parent-child time affects the par-
enting quality and children’s health [45]. Furthermore, previous work has
found that couples experiencing external stressors are less likely to partici-
pate in end-of-the-day reunions (e.g., intimate exchanges of thoughts and
feelings), spend less time engaging in leisure activities together, and engage
in fewer expressions of aftection or sexual intimacy [46, 47]. This deficit in
shared positive experiences is noteworthy, as these are crucial to strengthen
and maintain family bonds and individual well-being [46].

Individual Coping Strategies

Individuals cope with stress by trying to either resolve the situation caus-
ing their stress (also known as problem-focused coping strategies) or reduce
the negative feelings associated with the situation (commonly referred to
as emotion-focused coping strategies) [4, 48]. Problem- focused coping in-
volves accepting the existence of the stressful situation and becoming actively
involved in solving it by analyzing, planning, gathering information, con-
sulting and/or seeking instrumental support from others, brainstorming
and finding solutions, and/or gaining skills and abilities to better assess
and address the situation [4, 48]. Problem-focused coping strategies are
particularly effective when the person has direct or some indirect control
over the source of stress. For example, in coping with financial stress, an
individual may try to generate more income, reduce expenses, or ask for a
loan. When stressed about meeting work and family life demands, a parent
may try to find child care assistance, reduce their work hours, or prioritize
tasks. If stressed about violence and crime rates in the neighborhood, a
person may make some practical decisions, such as restricting times to go
out, finding resources in the community to increase safety (e.g., police as-
sistance), or becoming involved in initiatives to reduce gang and criminal
activities. When stressed about becoming infected with the coronavirus,
a person can take actions to reduce such a risk by getting vaccinated, us-
ing hand sanitizer, social distancing, and wearing masks. Individuals may
also cope with stress related to discrimination, climate change, or mili-
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tary interventions with problem-focused strategies by becoming involved
in actions to reduce their occurrence (e.g., increasing environmentally
friendly behaviors; engaging in organizations that promote social justice;
protection of the environment, or peaceful conflict resolution; relocate
to another geographic region). Although problem-focused strategies are
viewed as effective, adaptive ways of coping with stress, they may not be
possible for situations that are beyond the individual’s control (e.g. death
of a loved one), contextual restrictions (e.g., prohibition for women to
participate in family, community, religious, and political decisions), per-
sonal circumstances and conditions (medical and mental health conditions,
physical and/or cognitive disabilities), or being a dependent (e.g., children
and adolescents that have no control over situations that generate stress
such as inter-parental conflict).

In contrast, emotion-focused strategies are not geared toward reduc-
ing or eliminating the source of stress, but rather at feeling difterently
about it [4, 48]. This type of coping may involve reframing the situation
in a way that looks more favorable and less threatening, which is referred
to as cognitive restructuring or reframing. Cognitive restructuring can involve
creating some positive meaning out of the stressor or putting the stressful
experience into perspective to decrease its magnitude. Emotion-focused
coping strategies may also include venting (letting out feelings), using humor,
relying on religion and spiritual resources, and seeking emotional support, wishful
thinking, and distraction [48]. Because emotion-focused strategies seek to
reduce emotional distress, they are particularly beneficial when we need
to adapt rather than resolve a stressful situation that is beyond our control
or cannot be eliminated (e.g., death, pandemic). Nonetheless, individuals
sometimes try to reduce the negative emotions associated with a stress-
or through denial, cognitive avoidance, or numbing. This is when individuals
cope with a stressful situation in maladaptive ways by overeating, drinking
excessively, oversleeping, using drugs, playing long hours of video-games,
or binge-watching TV. In addition to the harmful consequences for our
health, these coping mechanisms create relationship problems, impair our
ability to share quality time with others, and do not often decrease or
eliminate the negative feelings associated with the stressor.

As noted earlier, the adaptive function of individual coping strategies
may vary depending on the type of stressor, the intensity, the controllabil-
ity and other environmental factors. This is why coping flexibility may be
critical in the coping process [49]. Coping flexibility refers to “being sen-
sitive to contextual demands, drawing on a wide variety of coping strate-
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gies, and monitoring and modifying strategies as needed” [49]. Research
has found that coping flexibility is associated with fewer illnesses, greater
longevity, and better quality of life [49]. The concept of coping flexibility
also suggests that there are no universal ways of coping. In fact, the coping
strategies that people use also depend on their personality traits, cultural
background, and social identities. For example, requesting instrumental
assistance may be an acceptable way of coping with a chronic stressor in
some Western cultures but not in some Asian ones [50].

In addition to emotion- and problem-focused coping, individuals use a
variety of psycho-physiological stress reduction strategies such as mindful-
ness, contemplation, meditation, progressive muscle relaxation, and deep
breathing techniques [51]. These stress management tools aim at restoring
the psycho-physiological balance that is upset in the stress response [51].
They are also considered to enhance overall mental and physical health by
improving emotion regulation, preventing the development of negative
thoughts and feelings, and allowing us to be more emotionally present to
connect with ourselves and with others. These techniques have also been
found to increase coping flexibility [46] and optimize the use of individ-
ual coping strategies. Other activities that have been recommended to
reduce the negative effects and that can strengthen our physical, mental,
and spiritual well-being include exercising, sleeping well, and engaging in
recreational, pleasant activities (e.g., walking, painting, coloring, listening
to music, praying, cooking, reading, dancing, etc.) and spiritual moments
that connect us with ourselves in meaningful and fulfilling ways [52].

The Limitations of an Individual Focused Approach During Times of Crisis

The increase in chronic stressors for individuals and families has been
accompanied by a proliferation of guidelines for coping and stress manage-
ment available through websites, blogs, social media, books, and other print-
ed and virtual outlets. However, these guidelines tend to focus primarily on
the individual, that is, on their individual health, their needs, and well-being
[53]. Despite the importance of promoting individual well-being, the rel-
ative absence of relationship-focused approaches to manage the eftects of
stress is concerning, considering the vital role of healthy, stable family rela-
tionships in general and during times of crisis in particular [54, 55].

During times of crisis, emotional support from spouses and extended
family is critical to cope with external stressors, such as unemployment,
medical and/or mental health conditions, discrimination, and COVID-19
related stressors, among others [54, 56, 57]. Emotional support (e.g., un-
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derstanding, validation, acceptance, encouragement) from parents and ex-
tended family members is important also for children and adolescents to
cope with expected and unexpected developmental and life challenges
(e.g., adjustment to a new school, making friends, academic, behavioral,
social) [54]. Extended family can also provide fundamental instrumental
support to cope with stressful situations by providing financial resources,
shelter, caring for children and members with medical and mental health
conditions, or assisting with family tasks (e.g., doing the groceries, making
appointments, preparing meals, taking children to school, helping children
with schoolwork, etc.), among others. On top of providing support, fam-
ily relationships can be a source of strength and meaning for people, even
at times when society does not give time and space to strengthen family
relationships [53]. Families give transcendence and meaning to our exist-
ence, as part of something greater than oneself. This may be the reason
why today people still view family as the top source of meaning in life. A
survey conducted in 2021 by the Pew Research Center showed that in 14
out of 17 industrialized nations [57] people considered family to be the top
source of meaning and before occupation, friends, material well-being,
society, hobbies, and health. Furthermore, respondents emphasized the
meaning derived from relationships with parents, siblings, children, and
grandchildren, the quality time spent with family members, and feeling
proud of other family members’ accomplishments. Also, and in support of
the critically protective role of family relationships during stresstul times,
studies have shown that healthy, positive family relationships can reduce
the risk of mental health issues when experiencing stress. A recent study
in the early stages of the pandemic showed that positive family function-
ing was associated with lower stress and greater feelings of meaning in life
attenuating the eftects of stress on psychological distress whereas social
support from friends and social participation did not [59]. Studies with
children show that positive family functioning is a protective factor for
coping with stressful situations such as natural disasters (e.g., hurricane,
tsunami), the pandemic lockdown, and unexpected changes [51, 52, 60].
As earlier discussed, stress can take a toll on significant close relation-
ships by reducing the time families spend together and negatively aftecting
the quality of their interactions. If strengthened, such relationships can
offer a significant protective factor for all members’ physical and emotion-
al well-being. Approaches that only promote individual coping strategies
for chronic stress are important but not enough to protect and strength-
en family relationships during times of crisis. The next section will dis-
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cuss the way in which family-focused coping strategies that encourage
family members to support one another, cope with stress conjointly, and
share time together, especially in meaningful ways, can help relationships
strengthen and thrive during times of crisis.

Relational Coping: A Family-Focused Approach to Coping with Stress

Facing stressors in the context of family relationships means seeing our-
selves as part of a network of relationships that, on the one hand, can give
us meaning, love, care, and protection during stressful times but, on the
other hand, we are responsible for nurturing and strengthening, particu-
larly when all family members are experiencing stress. Crises related to
financial problems, housing and food challenges, natural disasters, immi-
gration issues, medical conditions, climate change, neighborhood safety,
and the pandemic, among others, offer opportunities for family members
to strengthen their bonds by helping each other cope with stress. I refer
to this approach of coping with others as relational coping. This family-ori-
ented type of coping can involve two or more family members. Coping
relationally means being mindful of the impact of our own stress and indi-
vidual coping strategies on others, counting on other family members for
support to cope, appreciating the support given to us, being able to iden-
tify when other family members are stressed and provide support to them,
and engaging in conjoint efforts to cope with stressors that aftect all family
members or that have become a shared concern. Above all, relational cop-
ing is about focusing on and strengthening relationships.

Most of what will be described about relational coping in this section is
an extension of the concept of dyadic coping advanced by Bodenmann’s sys-
temic transactional model (STM) [61]. Dyadic coping refers to the process
through which spouses/partners cope with stress in the context of their
couple relationship. It is the most comprehensive model to understand
relational coping between two individuals. However, the principles of dy-
adic coping can be extended to understand stress and coping processes
in relationships of two or more family members that are not necessarily
romantic partners.

The first step in relational coping is for family members to be able to
identify signs of stress in others [62]. These may include changes in behav-
iors (e.g., withdrawing, isolating, increases in crying, watching TV, sleep-
ing staying in bed, eating, biting nails, smoking, playing and video-games,
etc.), topics of conversation (e.g., excessive focus on a particular issue such
as finances, climate change, possibility of getting the virus, etc.), and the
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emotions conveyed verbally and non-verbally during interactions (e.g., ex-
asperation, irritation, anger, annoyance, frustration, etc.) [62]. The iden-
tification of signs of stress is particularly important to understand young
children that may not be able to understand and communicate explicitly
about their state of stress.

When family members are able to identify signs of stress in each oth-
er, they can explore each other’s experiences of stress (stressor, emotions,
etc.) through conversations in which listening is validating, empathic, and
non-judgmental. Being purposeful about observing and understanding the
experience of stress in each other, is already a first step toward strengthen-
ing family bonds and being able to assist each other. It is a step that shows
compassion and care, both of which are critical for the development of
positive family relationships.

Equally important is for family members to be able to communicate
their stress to each other [62]. In the case of children, they should also
be encouraged to express, in verbal and/or non-verbal ways, when they
are stressed and when they require assistance to cope. Various studies have
demonstrated the importance of stress communication in activating pos-
itive relational coping mechanisms and strengthening family relationships
[64, 65]. For example, stress communication between romantic partners
has been associated with better relationship satisfaction in Japanese, Latin
American, and Western European and American couples [56, 63]. Fur-
thermore, in a study across 24 different countries during the pandemic
stress communication in couples predicted higher relationship quality [42].

Sometimes family members respond to each other’s communication of
stress in various ways: Choosing to ignore the implicit or explicit request
for assistance or oftering a negative or positive coping response [66]. Neg-
ative relational coping responses include criticizing, ridiculing, mocking,
blaming, or hostile responses or providing support insincerely, superficially,
or in an ambivalent way. Ignoring the implicit or explicit request for as-
sistance or offering a negative dyadic coping response are likely to occur
when people are more individual than others and/or when their com-
mitment, and therefore, protection for the relationship is not a primary
goal. Negative relational coping responses may also happen in relation-
ships in which there has been a long period of unidirectional support
with no rewarding feedback or when the support is demanded or coerced
[66]. Negative relational coping is also likely when the family member
has personal traits of egoism, dominance, or intolerance or when they are
emotionally depleted and burnt out. Negative relational coping is harmful
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for relationships as it is associated with lower levels of marital quality, ro-
mance, constructive conflict resolution, and marital satisfaction in couples
in different parts of the world [56]. Furthermore, parents’ use of negative
relational coping also has an undesirable outcome in children. It increases
their likelihood of using this form of coping in their adult romantic rela-
tionships [67].

Positive relational coping responses to other family members’ commu-
nication of stress can be of three types: Supportive, delegated, and com-
mon [66]. Supportive relational coping can be emotion- or problem-focused,
depending on whether the support provided to the family member(s) is
aimed at helping them reduce the negative feelings related to the stress-
or (e.g., anger, frustration, sadness, etc.) or resolve the stressful situation.
Showing empathy, understanding, and solidarity to the stressed family
member(s) and helping them reframe the situation, calm down, believe
in themselves, or relax (e.g., giving massages, holding hands) are all ex-
amples of emotion-focused supportive relational coping. Helping the stressed
family member(s) seek information, search for a practical solution, or giv-
ing helpful advice are all problem-focused supportive relational coping strategies.
However, family members can also respond to each other’s communica-
tion of stress by taking tasks and duties that the stressed family member(s)
would normally do in order to reduce their burden. This way of respond-
ing is known as delegated relational coping. Finally, and most importantly,
family member(s) can respond to each other’s stress by engaging in con-
joint strategies to cope, which is referred to as common relational coping. This
is a coping response unique to relationships as it happens only when two
or more individuals consider that the stressor aftects all of them. In other
words, common relational coping is an option when there is a stressor that
affects more than one person in the family, even if the stressor initially
concerned one family member and has become a “we” problem. This type
of relational coping can also be emotion-focused aiming at reducing all
individuals’ negative emotions (e.g., joint relaxation, joint reframing of the
situation, joint spiritual coping, joint mindfulness, mutual self-disclosure
and sharing of negative emotions, mutual massages and physical contact,
etc.) or problem-focused aiming at resolving the common stressor (e.g.,
joint search for information, brainstorming solutions jointly, joint engage-
ment in problem solving, etc.). When engaged in common relational cop-
ing, family members can use symmetrical (e.g., both provide solutions)
or complementary (e.g., one/some brainstorm(s) solutions and other(s)
evaluate them) coping strategies.
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Strong, healthy family relationships in which members are emotion-
ally connected to one another increase the chances of relying on rela-
tional coping during stressful times and protecting such relationships. For
example, research shows that unhappy partners are less likely than part-
ners satisfied with their relationship to communicate their stress, provide
support to one another, and engage in conjoint coping strategies [68].
Developing and maintaining strong family bonds involves nurturing such
relationships by spending quality time together, showing appreciation, love
and care for each other, communicating constructively, trusting and re-
specting one another, being emotionally available and responsive to each
other’s needs, prioritizing shared goals and values, and providing a place
of safety and comfort for all members [57]. The fast pace and increasing
demands of modern life are a major threat for families to spend meaningful
moments together. Nonetheless, the importance of such times to develop
positive, strong family connections and protect people from the negative
effects of stress could not be more emphasized. Sharing everyday routines
(e.g., cooking, dining, walking the dog, doing groceries), celebrations,
and spiritual moments, practicing mindfulness, meditation, or relaxation
together, and/or engaging in recreational, stress-free activities conjointly
(e.g., reading, singing, walking, writing, painting, visiting a museum, col-
oring, painting, playing sports and instruments, etc.) are all examples of
ways in which families can connect and strengthen their relationships [53,
69]. Crises may also bring family members together to reflect on the pur-
pose and meaning of their lives and reassess priorities and decisions. It has
been emphasized that “in the face of an unpredictable, largely uncontrolla-
ble, existential, and pervasive crisis like COVID-19 ... couples and families
need to reflect on their higher and broader values” [53]. These reflections
may bring about significant changes in the family.

In summary, this section has described how families can support each
other, cope conjointly, and increase the time they spend together during
moments of stress and crisis. The next section discusses the way in which
relational coping and meaningful shared times can help families turn stress-
ful periods into opportunities to strengthen their bonds.

Individual and Relational Benefits of Positive Relational Coping and
Family Time

Viewing relational coping during times of crises as critical for strength-
ening family bonds comes from the accumulated knowledge on the bene-
fits of dyadic coping for couples and families around the world. Research
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findings indicate that supportive, delegated, and common relational cop-
ing have positive effects for family relationships across a wide range of
stressful situations (e.g., immigration stressors, medical conditions, loss of
a child, children’s neurodevelopmental disorders, post-traumatic stress dis-
order, financial stressors, discrimination, and pandemic-related challenges)
[65] and that such effects are even stronger than the benefits of individual
coping [69]. Studies across different continents, races, ages, and socio-eco-
nomic groups provide evidence that all forms of positive relational coping
predict greater relationship quality [56] and can also buffer the eftects of
stress on relationship functioning [58, 70]. Specific relationship benefits
include increased intimacy, positive conflict management, improvement in
communication and problem-solving skills, lower verbal aggression, high-
er shared meaning, and relationship stability [56, 71, 72]. As an example, a
recent global study involving 24 countries showed that supportive coping
provided by a spouse/partner improved relationship quality and attenu-
ated the negative effects of COVID-19 related psychological distress on
relationship quality [42]. One interesting aspect of the research on dyadic
coping is the finding that even though there are cultural variations regard-
ing how individuals communicate their stress, relational coping is still ben-
eficial for all relationships across difterent cultures [72]. Parents’ relational
coping is also positive for children as it reduces co-parenting conflict [73],
which in turn increases warmer parenting and reduces children’s external-
izing behaviors [74].

Interestingly, and important for its implications for families, is the fact
that among all forms of positive relational coping, conjoint strategies
(common relational coping) are the ones providing the strongest and larg-
est benefits for adult relationships [56, 71, 72]. In other words, when adult
family members view the stressful situation as affecting them all and try to
solve it together and engage in mutual emotional support, the quality of
their relationship improves more than when they view the situation as af-
fecting only one member and unidirectional support from one member to
another is provided. Considering that during a crisis stressors are perceived
as affecting every family member, there is an increased likelihood of using
common relational coping during such times.

In addition to benefits for family relationships, positive relational cop-
ing is also associated with greater individual well-being across a wide range
of stressors. It predicts the use of adaptive individual coping strategies,
experiencing less depression and distress when coping with medical condi-
tions (e.g., cancer) and financial stressors, alcohol abstinence during treat-
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ment, and smoking abstinence after quitting, among others [56, 75]. These
individual benefits have also been observed in relation to pandemic stress-
ors. For example, a study in Italy found that individuals with COVID-19
related concerns that communicated their stress and received support from
their partners reported greater psychological well-being [68]. Studies have
also found that relational coping attenuates the negative effects of im-
migration, medical, discrimination, and financial stressors on individual’s
health [56].

As noted earlier, during times of crisis families can strengthen their
bonds not only through relational coping but also by sharing time togeth-
er. Family time has a positive impact on children and adults’ emotional
well-being, particularly during stressful times [53, 76]. Furthermore, the
benefits of family time were seen during the pandemic. Family members
were forced to be with each other during quarantines and strict lockdown
mandates. Even though accommodation to those situations was initially
stressful, for many people spending more time with spouses and children
helped them feel more connected with them, improving their life satisfac-
tion and reducing their stress [77, 78].

Considering the benefits that relational coping and sharing time to-
gether offer for family and individual well-being, the following section ad-
dresses recommendations to help families use such resources when coping
with stress during crisis.

Recommendations to Help Families Strengthen their Bonds When Cop-
ing with Stress During Crisis

[t is important to assist families to cope with stress during crises in ways
that strengthen their bonds and emotional connection. However, reducing
stress and protecting family bonds does not depend only on families but al-
so on changing social structures, policies, practices, and political decisions
that contribute to the development and maintenance of chronic stressors
for families, particularly disadvantaged ones, in the first place (financial
necessity, job insecurity and instability, difficulties in accessing housing,
food, and health care, displacement, natural disasters, war, discrimination,
etc.). It is beyond the scope of this presentation to address such changes
and the resources that families need to thrive but their importance cannot
be overlooked. Having acknowledged the role of governments and insti-
tutions in reducing chronic stressors, below are a set of recommendations
to encourage healthy family relationships and positive relational coping
processes to strengthen family bonds during stressful times:
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1. Emphasize the value of healthy family relationships, the importance of nurturing
family bonds, and their vital, protective role during crises
Governments and organizations in which family members participate
(e.g., schools, community centers, churches, etc.) should educate in-
dividuals about the value of healthy family relationships and promote
policies and initiatives that support the development of healthy family
bonds. If individuals value and focus on family relationships, they will
be more likely to cope with stress in relational ways that protect such
relationships during times of crises. Institutions should always include
a family impact analysis of all of their activities and policies to prevent
any unintended negative effects on family relationships.

2. Encourage families to spend time together, especially meaningful time together, to
strengthen their bonds in general and during times of crisis as well
If family members are emotionally connected, they will be more likely
to prioritize and protect family relationships during times of crisis. One
important way in which emotional connection develops and grows is
when family members share time together. Regular rituals that bring
tamily members together such as meals, taking children to school,
cooking together, a phone or zoom call to a parent, exercising togeth-
er, attending church services, doing laundry or groceries together, talk-
ing about the school/work day, and/or sharing a prayer among others
should be valued and preserved, particularly when coping with stressful
times. Sharing moments that show love, affection, and appreciation
for one another or that engage the family in deep reflections about life
purpose and meaning should be especially encouraged. Additionally,
governments and organizations can provide programs and events that
are especially designed for family members to participate together. An
excellent example is the program Padres Preparados, Jovenes Saludables
[Prepared Parents, Healthy Youth] in the U.S. that brings immigrant
Latin American fathers and adolescents together to learn about the val-
ue of good nutrition and physical activity and help them prepare meals
and exercise together [79]

3. Help families strengthen their communication, conflict resolution, and emotion
regulation skills
Communication, conflict resolution, and emotion regulation skills are
important for family members to engage in positive interactions and ad-
dress challenges and disagreements, all of which are associated with pos-
itive family functioning and use of relational coping. These skills should
be introduced to families in all institutions and systems that they interact
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with (schools, churches, hospitals, etc.). Currently, they are mostly dis-
seminated through psycho-educational programs (e.g., PREP program
[80]), social media, websites, and public campaigns. Family therapy
should be encouraged when the family struggles with these skills.

4. Educate families about (a) the negative effects of chronic stress on relationships

and individual physical and mental health and (b) the value of using relational
coping to strengthen family bonds during times of crisis.
Educating families about the negative effects of chronic stress encour-
ages them to take a proactive approach when experiencing stress during
times of crisis. Providing information about the benefits of having a
family focus and of coping relationally can help families turn crises into
opportunities for family growth and connection. This information as
well as guidance to practice relational coping skills can be disseminat-
ed through social media, psycho-educational programs, or any type of
public campaign. Therapy should be recommended when family mem-
bers struggle when coping with stress relationally.

5. Encourage families to share activities that reduce the negative effects of stress on

the mind and body.
Abundant information has been disseminated through public printed
and digital media outlets about the use of stress reduction activities to
reduce the negative effects of stress on the mind and body (e.g., mind-
fulness, meditation, contemplation, breathing exercises, praying, etc.).
However, this information should also include the value of practicing
these stress reduction activities with other family members.

TOGETHER: A Program for Strengthening Couple Relationships when
Coping with Stress

Psycho-educational programs have been advocated as a way to help
families cope with stress [81]. In this section I provide an example of a
program that I developed with financial counseling experts after studying
the negative effects of economic stress on couple relationships in Argenti-
na in the early 2000s. This program, named TOGETHER, aims at help-
ing couples improve their communication, problem-solving, individual
and relational coping, and financial management skills [82]. The curricu-
lum is an adaptation of a general stress management program for couples
called Couples Coping Enhancement Training [81] to financial stress. The
program has enrolled over a 1,000 couples, primarily low-income, Afri-
can-American and White. More recently, it began serving Latin American
immigrant couples under the name of JUNTOS EN PAREJA [Together
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as a Couple] after a linguistic and cultural adaptation of the curriculum.
Groups of up to 10 couples come to 6 weekly sessions facilitated by a
couples’ expert and a financial expert (total = 14 hours). In these sessions
both spouses/partners together learn first about the value of healthy, stable
couple relationships and the benefits for all family members and then go
through nine different modules focused on the following topics: (a) The
negative effects of financial stress and non-financial stress on the individu-
al’s physical and emotional health and family relationships; (b) Identifica-
tion of financial and non-financial stress in oneself and spouse/partner; (c)
Individual and relational coping strategies for financial stress and non-fi-
nancial stress; (d) Individual and couples stress reduction and recreation-
al activities; (¢) Communication about financial matters and de-escala-
tion strategies including emotion regulation skills; (f) Understanding each
spouse/partner’s relationship with money; (g) Financial roles and tasks; (h)
Financial management and credit; and (i) Problem-solving financial prob-
lems with the spouse/partner. Because the program is not only content but
also skill-oriented, couples have a chance to practice skills in the session
under supervision of the facilitators and then they are provided guided
homework to keep practicing the skills learned in the sessions in their
homes. The program also has case managers that evaluate each spouse/
partner’s and their family’s needs and connect them to affordable or no
cost services in the community.

Generous funding from the U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services has allowed me to provide this program for seven years and evalu-
ate it with a randomized control trial, the most rigorous form of evaluation
to test the effectiveness of an intervention. The evaluation showed that the
program was effective in decreasing partners’ stress levels and negative ways
of managing conflict and in improving their conflict management skills,
relationship commitment, and relationship satisfaction [83]. The program
was also effective in improving the use of budgeting and of individual and
relational strategies to cope not only with financial stressors but also with
non-financial stressors. Compared to other types of more personalized in-
terventions (e.g., financial relational therapy), this is a more cost-eftective
approach as it reaches several couples at the same time. Nonetheless, one of
the greatest benefits of the program is that even though it focuses on finan-
cial stress and coping, the communication, individual and relation coping,
and problem-solving skills learned in the program help couples with other
types of stressors. Also importantly, the program is equally beneficial for
men and women and different racial, ethnic, and religious populations.
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The TOGETHER program is an example of how couples in crisis due to
their financial difficulties can learn communication, stress reduction, and
relational coping skills that strengthen their bond and protect their rela-
tionship and individual health from the detrimental effects of stress.

Conclusion

In the last decades, families have been dealing with an increasing num-
ber of stressors in their everyday lives. The chronic stress created by this
pile-up of stressors has been exacerbated by the challenges added by the
COVID-19 pandemic. Years of research reveal the devastating eftects that
chronic stress can have on the individual’s physical and mental health and
their relationships. Nonetheless, healthy family relationships can protect
individuals from such negative effects by providing instrumental and emo-
tional support, meaning, and connection. Furthermore, during times of
crises, coping with stress in ways that place value in relationships and caring
tor other family members becomes an opportunity for strengthening fami-
ly bonds. This is possible when family members cope with stress not only
individually but also relationally and spend time together. Governments
and organizations can disseminate information and provide programs that
educate families about their critical role during times of crisis and the ben-
efits of relational coping and shared time for individual and family health.
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FACING FAMILY MORPHOGENESIS:
WHEN FAMILIES BECOME RELATIONAL GOODS

PIERPAOLO DONATI
PASS Academician and University of Bologna

Abstract

[t is common knowledge that social processes are changing the family, so
much so that many wonder if it will survive. The thesis of this paper is that
the tendencies towards the dissolution of the family are due to processes
of morphogenesis which require careful analysis and evaluation. The social
morphogenesis of the family can have many meanings and developments.
Tendencies towards the family’s dissolution can be, and indeed are, opposed
by that part of civil society for which the family is a relational good that
generates other relational goods. It is necessary to understand if and where
the family (re)generates itself in those primary social networks that escape
the processes of chaotic morphogenesis thanks to the vitality of the family’s
own social genome. This genome is what makes the family the source of all
personal and social virtues, that is, the primary relational goods on which
the happiness of individuals depends. It is a question of discovering if and
how the germ of a new family life can be born that humanizes people rath-
er than abandoning them to commodification and estrangement.

* % %

1. Premise. Counteracting the trickle-down effect of the chaotic morpho-
genesis of the family: can it be done?

In the year 1991, in the face of the arrival of the so-called postmod-
ern era, I wrote, ““... everything that happens can be understood as social
morphogenesis under conditions of considerable complexity”.! This is the
theme that I will address here with regard to the family. We have to under-
stand the shape currently being taken by the morphogenesis of the family
and how it can be dealt with in order to foster the emergence of a human-
izing family rather than an alienating one.

' P. Donati. Teoria relazionale della societa. Milan: FrancoAngeli, 1991, p. 11.
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Throughout history, the family models legitimated and institutional-
ized by society have been those spawned by emerging social movements
that then established themselves as the vanguard of cultural change, before
finding their way to the rest of the population (trickle-down effect). In
modern times, this has meant changing popular culture by spreading a
certain bourgeois-liberal kind of culture. Innovations in family lifestyles
started from the wealthiest social classes and then trickled downwards. This
trend is still ongoing, if we look at the way in which a number of phenom-
ena, such as the rejection of marriage, the recourse to divorce, the right to
abortion as a means of birth control, the eugenic selection of embryos, the
right to change gender identity, and so on, are spreading around the world.

The driving force behind changes in the family has always been an indi-
vidualistic liberalism opposed to social ties, which progressively erodes the
primary solidarities of popular life worlds. For this type of liberalism, only
those who fight against all types of ascriptive ties (such as ties of family
descent) can access intellectual and political freedom. The general idea is
that only individuals freed from family bonds can be the subjects of a new
‘creative class’,? capable of generating a better society. The basic assump-
tion is that the family is a purely cultural construction, an artefact. Hence,
family relationships can be configured and experienced at will, with the
inevitable ‘death of the family’ through the unbound morphogenesis of its
natural and traditional forms.’

Pope Francis” exhortation Amoris laetitia — and indeed all of his teach-
ing — challenges this vision of the future and claims that a popular culture
capable of renewing and revitalizing the family can be born. In this text I
would like to examine the plausibility of this perspective from the point of
view of the social and anthropological sciences, leaving aside theological
and pastoral questions.

From the sociological point of view, a new popular culture can be-
come a sustainable resource for the renewal of family life as long as it
is possible to trace phenomena that contrast the tendency to spread the
aforementioned trickle-down effect of individualistic culture. Specifically,
new social movements and popular strata should emerge that promote

% Florida, R. (2012). The rise of the creative class revisited (Tenth Anniversary Edition).
New York, NY: Basic Books.

> P. Donati (2012). ‘How to Cope with Family Transitions When Society Becomes
an Unbound Morphogenesis’. In E. Scabini, G. Rossi (eds.). Family Tiansitions and
Families in Transition. Milan: Vita e Pensiero, pp. 29-47.
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lifestyles in which the family, supported by subsidiary social institutions,
is considered a relational good characterized by relationships of donation,
reciprocity, marital sexuality and generativity. This is a big challenge. The
challenge is to show that social phenomena which (re)generate the family
as a relational good exist, and can spread. The hypothesis is that the birth
of social movements capable of affirming a culture of family relations that
can go beyond the fragmented, individualistic and emptied relationships
produced by the processes of modernization is possible. In my view, the
practicability of the discourse on ‘human rights’ and the ‘rights of the
family’, as indicated in the Charter of the Rights of the Family proposed by
the Holy See (22 October 1983), depends on the emergence of what I am
going to depict as a new ‘relational culture’ of the family.*

2. What does it mean to say that the family is a ‘common good’?

Nowadays there is a great debate surrounding the family and what
qualifies it as such: ‘what is” and ‘what makes the family’. If it seems widely
recognized that the family is a common good, on the other hand everyone
interprets the family and the common good in his/her own way. It is in no
way clear how the different types of family represent a common good for
their own members or the community.

The main finding of national and international surveys is that the family
is a common good insofar as it ranks top as a place of aftection, love and
solidarity between people who are close. In this sense, whatever form it
may take, the family is a common good simply because the majority of the
population shares attachment to something which is felt to be a primary
support in everyday life, a source of deep feelings and a ‘private’ space.
Only a small minority believe that the family has specific social functions for
the community, namely, that it is relevant not only because of the benefits
enjoyed by individuals in the private sphere, but also because of its contri-
bution to society, in terms of demographic regeneration, the economy and
the welfare of the population. The European Union definition of family
concerns the private sphere alone,” considering it a private aggregate in
which at least one adult individual takes care of another individual. Al-

*A. Neri & L. Lloréns (a cura di) (2021). I fondamenti relazionali del diritto di famiglia.
Un approccio interdisciplinare. Roma: Edusc.

> See the EU international treaties of Maastricht and Nice, and the proposed EU
constitution (not yet approved by all of the member states).
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though other countries have not come to legally define the family in this
way, this is nevertheless the concept of family used in public policy practice.

So, the question is: does the common good that the family represents
only consist of a shared value that each individual experiences and inter-
prets privately or 1s it something different and more than that?

The purpose of this contribution is to support the thesis that the fam-
ily is a common good not of an aggregative type but of a relational type. The
former is understood as a ‘total’ good (or general interest) as it consists of
the sum of the well-being of individuals belonging to a group, which is
sought for the benefit of each individual as such. The latter is a common
good in the sense that it consists in the sharing of specific relationships
from which both individual goods and those of the family community
as a whole derive. This distinction is crucial to understanding how the
family is not a simple aggregation of individual utilities, but a social form
that generates and regenerates social solidarity and inclusion. To clarify
this distinction, it is necessary to further thematize the relational nature
of the family.®

3. What does it mean to read the family in a relational mode (i.e., ‘rela-
tionally’)?

The core of my argumentation is that it is necessary ‘to think relation-
ally” about the family. Since human social reality, and the family in the first
place, is made up of relations, it is only with relational thinking that one
can see something which otherwise remains hidden, unsaid, indescribable
and lacking reflexivity. I am referring to those relational goods on which
the human quality and spirituality of every individual’s life depend.” The
tamily is the first, original and paradigmatic of all relational goods.

Looking at the image of a mother (or father) with a small child in her
(or his) arms, you see two people and their gaze. Inside yourself, you can
identify with the feelings of the mother (or father) and appreciate the gaze
and gestures of the child. The feelings and thoughts of the external observ-
er, as well as those of the mother (or father) and the child, apparently seem
to be events pertaining to their individual interior life alone. But that is not
exactly how it is. What happens inside each person is the effect of being
in a certain relationship within a specific relational context. The observing

¢ P. Donati (2012). Family Policy: A Relational Approach. Milan: FrancoAngeli.
7 M.C. Nussbaum (1986). The Fragility of Goodness: Luck and Ethics in Greek Tragedy
and Philosophy. Cambridge, CUP.
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person is not only stimulated by the parent-child relationship she observes,
but experiences that relationship in herself, in a silent dialogue with that
relationship, since the parent and the child speak to her through their rela-
tionships. These are the relations which I am talking about.

People look at individuals, observe their gestures and imagine their
feelings, but, in reality, the sense of what happens emerges through, with
and in the relations between the observed individuals and between them
and the observer. We are sensitive to other people not so much because of
their words, but because their words talk to us through, with and in the
relationship they have with each other and with us. The human person is
an ‘individual-in-relation” with others in a relational context. Relations
shape the social context and have an influence on the person to the point
that we can say that she is ‘relationally constituted’.

Let us look at a scene where a parent interacts with her (or his) child.
We see two individuals and their physical actions, but we think through and
with their relationship, and we put ourselves in their relationship. What we
teel depends on the relationship we establish towards these figures and the
situation in its complex meaning. The meaning of the situation is a rela-
tionship, or rather, a network of relationships.

The same thing occurs when observing a pair of lovers. We see two
people who look at each other, talk, exchange affectionate gestures and
behave towards each other in a certain way: that of a sui generis relationship.
We think that their faces, their gestures and their communicative expres-
sions build their relationship of love, whereas it is rather that their ways of
communicating are such because a specific bond of mutual love already
exists between them.

We wonder what the reality of that relationship is, but it remains in-
visible. The people living (in) this reality rarely have a reflexive awareness
of it. People only realize the invisible reality of relationships when they
become a problem. To make this reality emerge and be able to treat it in a
counselling setting, a type of relational thinking is needed that is capable
of comprehending the specific (sui generis) relationship in question and its
ups and downs.

It is the relationship that guides the perceptions and gives a form to our
feelings. A mother with her daughter, a father with his son, a pair of lovers
or a family group find their identity in the relationship of reciprocal be-
longing. Their feelings come from that relationship. Were the relationship
different, the feelings would be difterent.
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Emotions and feelings give people a positive identity if they generate a
mature relationship,® that is, if they foster the relational soft skills of their
identities.” For example, when we describe ‘a good mother’, ‘a good fa-
ther’, ‘a harmonious couple’, ‘a beautiful family’, or ‘a depressed mother’,
‘an absent father’, ‘an entangled couple’, ‘an unhappy family’, etc., we
refer to individual or collective qualities that are, in fact, relational goods
or evils, which nevertheless remain impalpable.

The problem of relational goods and evils is that they are invisible,
immaterial, intangible entities. To understand what this means, we can com-
pare the reality of social relations with that of light and air, which are also
invisible entities.

Indeed, we do not see light in itself, but we see things through, with
and in the light. If we are in the dark, we cannot see anything, and we
grope around without knowing where we are going. When the room 1is
lit up, what we see depends on the intensity and colour of the light. But
we still cannot see light as such. The same goes for relationships. We do
not see light in the same way as we do not see social relationships, but it is
relationships that make us see people and things. How we see others and
the world depends on their intensity and colour.

Air is invisible, intangible too. In the same way as we cannot live without
air, we cannot live without relationships with other people either. Human
relationships are the air of our spirit. Without social relations, we die as hu-
man beings. The fact is that we can only perceive their existence when they
are negative, cause us troubles or are not there when we need them. In the
case of air this is very clear. If the air is very polluted, or too hot or too cold,
then we perceive that it exists because it creates problems. The same hap-
pens for relationships in the family. It is when bad relationships appear that
we perceive the existence of an intangible and vexatious reality that eludes
us. Relationships are not only part of our corporeal existence, but also and
above all they are part of our psychological, cultural and spiritual existence.
When they become an irritating problem, then we are forced to reflect on
what to do, and we must find an ‘order from noise’. If the difficulties become
very severe, we find ourselves acting on the ‘edge of chaos’.

8Vincenzo Masini (2009). Dalle emozioni ai sentimenti. Manuale di artigianato educativo
e di counselling relazionale. Lucca: Edizioni Prepos; Idem (2015). Relazioni evolute. Lucca:
Edizioni Prepos.

? Mario Cusinato (2013). La competenza relazionale. Perché e come prendersi cura delle
telazioni. Milan: Springer.
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The difference between the air and social relationships is very revealing.
Air is a mixture of various gases which does not have its own molecule.
Social relationships are difterent because, when stabilized, they have a spe-
cific ‘social molecule’.’ To say that family social relations have their own
proper social molecule, while air does not, can be explained with the fol-
lowing argument: while the air is only a mixture of elements, namely an
aggregative phenomenon, family relations are an emerging phenomenon,
which means that, whatever their form, they take on a structure having
sui generis properties, qualities and causal powers which are not the sum of
those pertaining to its components (like in the formation of water — H20
— from hydrogen and oxygen). The family is not a generic primary group,
but a very special type of primary group.'' People experience the existence
of real connecting structures which deeply affect their life course even
when they have been broken or removed.

The reason lies in the fact that like all emerging phenomena, fami-
ly relationships have an autonomous existence with respect to the sub-
jects-in-relation (in Latin to say that a certain entity ‘ex-istit’ is to say that it
‘stands outside” what generates it, as it is a thing unto itself). To put it an-
other way, the family has its own ‘molecular structure’ as it is a ‘relational
complex’ that emerges from the intertwining between the couple and the
generative relationships. This conjunction is the structural link that trans-
forms individuals into family subjects. Therefore, what makes the social
molecule of the family distinct from other social forms is precisely the fact
that the conjunction between the two vertical and horizontal axes is able
to give birth to a reality of a different order from the simple aggregation
or coexistence of individuals who are interested in forming this bond and
living in, with and through it.

By pure analogy with the biological genome, I call it the ‘social genome
of the family’, as I will explain later on. It is against the backdrop of this
relational structure, which is of course highly dynamic, that the family can
generate relational goods (or, should it fail, relational evils) for itself and
the surrounding community. The relational goods are positive externalities
that have multiple dimensions, not only economic (as economists under-
line), but also and above all in terms of social, psychological and cultural
aids for others, since the family is not only a consumer, but also a producer

" P. Donati (2013). Sociologia della relazione. Bologna: il Mulino.
"L.H. Walters (1982). ‘Are Families Different from Other Groups?’ Journal of Mar-
riage and the Family, 44(4), pp. 841-850.
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A network of 3 nodes has 3 relationships (of first order)

Ego —— Alter

AN

Third

A network of relations among 3 nodes has 9 relationships
(of first, second, and third order)

Ego ———  Alter

g

Third

Figure 1. The number of relationships (first, second and third order) in a three-member family.

of many goods. Conversely, relational evils are negative externalities that
involve problems and costs of various kinds for others.

We live in the social world of relationships in the same way as we
breathe air in the physical world, that is, spontaneously, without think-
ing about it, given that in ordinary life we take air for granted just as we
do social relationships. Counselling and therapy are activities that try to
bring these relationships to the surface, rendering them more conscious
and reflexive. In order to understand the relational dynamics in a family,
practitioners need to organize their observations in a certain way, that is,
they have to ponder relationships by relying upon nth-order observations
and the relational feedbacks involved in them."

Apparently, a family of three (e.g., two parents and a child) only has
three relationships (the one-to-one relationships between the three mem-
bers). But, in reality, it has nine relationships, relevant to the eftects of the
family structure, if we consider second-order (relationships between one

12 P. Donati (2015). ‘Social Mechanisms and Their Feedbacks: Mechanical vs Rela-
tional Emergence of New Social Formations’. In M.S. Archer (ed.). Generative Mecha-
nisms Transforming the Social Order. New York: Springer, pp. 65-92.
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member and the relationship between the other two) and third-order re-
lationships (relations between first-order relations), as shown in Figure 1.
The proper functioning of the family depends on the proper functioning
of all these relationships. The mystery of marriage and the family lies in the
meaning of this complex relationality.

A distinction needs to be made between relational and automatic feed-
back. Automatic feedback can be useful in terms of producing practical
therapeutic effects, for example, when the practitioner uses the technique
of enjoining a paradoxical prescriptive norm that automatically changes
family relationships according to the so-called Milan school model.!* Pre-
scribing a rule to be followed slavishly, even if you do not understand the
reason for adopting it, can change the family relationship for the better but
it remains a mechanical fact. In this case, social relations are not properly
‘seen’ and accounted for, they are only ‘performed’ and used without
achieving a rational understanding of their meaning. If people want to
have a family that is aware of what is happening within it, they have to
activate a specific relationality that should be reflexive about their own relations,
which means fostering a relational reflexivity in the interactions between the
family members.

4. The imperative of relational reflexivity to renew the family

We need to make two basic and parallel distinctions. The first concerns
the difference between personal and social identity: personal identity is the
answer to the question: ‘who am I for myself?’, while social identity is the
answer to the question ‘who am I for others?” The former is a relationship
with oneself, the latter with others.

The second distinction concerns personal and relational reflexivity. Per-
sonal reflexivity can be defined as “the regular exercise of the mental ability,
shared by all (normal) people, fo consider themselves in relation to their (so-
cial) contexts and vice versa” (Archer’s definition),”” while, in my opinion,

3 The number of relations grows exponentially as the number of nodes gets bigger.
For example, a four-member family has 126 relationships if we consider all first-, second-
and third-order relationships! See P. Donati (2017). ‘Relational Versus Relationist
Sociology: A New Paradigm in the Social Sciences’. +Stan Rzeczy [State of Affairs],
Warsaw University, 1(12), pp. 15-65.

4 M. Selvini-Palazzoli, L. Boscolo, G. Cecchin & G. Prata (1980). Paradox and
Counterparadox: A New Model in the Therapy of the Family in Schizophrenic Transactions.
New York: Jason Aronson.

1> ML.S. Archer (2003), Structure, Agency and the Internal Conversation, Cambridge: CUP.
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relational reflexivity 1s different, and can be defined as the regular exercise
of the mental ability, shared by all (normal) people, to evaluate their relation-
ship(s) with relevant others (in our case, primarily, the family members) and
the influence of such relationships on themselves and relevant others. Evaluation
depends on the subjects and obviously has many expressive, cognitive and
symbolic dimensions.'® Relational reflexivity is needed to manage the rela-
tions between the two personal and social identities, just as it is necessary to
manage the relational goods and evils of the family as a group.

Why are these distinctions important? Their relevance lies in the fact
that, if family members want to enjoy their living together as a relational
good, and avoid relational evils, they must exercise not only their individu-
al inner reflexivity, which gives personal identity, but essentially their rela-
tional reflexivity, which confers social identity. Personal reflexivity consists
of a conversation conducted by Ego within itself taking into account the
context and reacting to it in the first person, while relational reflexivity
implies acting in second person, and also third person, to take care of the
qualities and causal properties of the mutual relationship with Alter. Acting
in the second person means that Ego treats Alter as a You who is a true
Alter, not as an image of himself (or a thing, an It). Ego acts in such a way
as to create a relationship that takes into account how Alter sees him, that
is, Ego modifies his own ultimate concerns by accommodating the ex-
pectations of Alter in them. The third-person perspective is also involved
in the relationship, because in acting towards one another, we use images
that refer to the generalized Other of the cultural context in which the
interactions take place.

For the family to emerge as a social subject, it is necessary that Ego and
Alter take into account the social context not only as an object of their
personal reflexivity, but as a reality that exercises a causal power over them
due to the reflexive effects inherent in the dynamics of their relational net-
work as such. This is crucial for the creation of relational goods, in which
Ego and Alter must relate to each other by taking care of the effects of
the relationship itself, and not thinking that the eftects of the relationship
derive directly from their individual intentions or desires for the Other.

As a result, it can be said that relational goods emerge from three orders
of reflexivity, i.e., in the first, second and third person.

' P Donati (2011). ‘Modernization and Relational Reflexivity’. International Re-
view of Sociology/Revue Internationale de Sociologie, 21(1), pp. 21-39.
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5. We need a relational (but not relationalist) paradigm

In pre-modern societies and again in early modernity, the world of
social relationships was taken for granted. Society had a sufficiently stable
reproductive character, based on mainly religious customs and habits. The
globalized society in which we live today is instead increasingly morpho-
genetic, which means that it continuously generates new social forms.

Living in social morphogenesis means having to deal with the imperative
of knowing how to see and manage ever-changing relationships. If we want
to orient ourselves in the world, we must necessarily make our relationships
more explicit and reflexive. We cannot take them for granted. The family
must respond to the imperative of becoming a reflexive we-relationship, that
is, a group that is capable of acting as a relational subject in itself.

A family is reflexive not only because its members are individually re-
flexive, insofar as they have an inner dialogue, but because they reflect
together on the common relationship that binds them as a community,
however plural. Their relational reflexivity can be seen in their efforts to
engage in constructive communication and willingness to find consensus
on issues that are important to them. Compared to other forms of reflex-
wvity, such as seeking individual gain in a given situation or simply adapting
to the behaviour of others, relational reflexivity is a form of reflexivity that
takes into account the meta consequences of a person’s actions and their
reflections on other people (meta-reflexivity). It is the complex but every-
day evaluative activity of a person who 1s aware that she needs to invest in
her relationships in order to continue to benefit from their positive effects.
Relational reflexivity encourages a person to redirect her focus from her
own immediate concerns to instead take into account the concerns of
others and in this way care for the relationship. This is relational reflexivity,
which 1s different from individual (inner) reflexivity, because it is a matter
of acting in the first and second person at the same time.

Family relationships change constantly, and, because of this, our com-
prehension needs to be made ‘more relational’. There are no longer fixed
models or, as a consequence, ‘deviations’ from them: rather there are pro-
cesses of relational morphogenesis in which the norm and deviance mix,
making them more difficult to distinguish from each other and modifying
the moral order of society beyond modernity."”

'7'P. Donati (2021). Transcending Modernity with Relational Thinking, London: Rou-
tledge.
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Since, nowadays, social relationships are becoming morphogenetic, we
have to arm ourselves with a new relational paradigm ot the human person,
the family and the whole of society." Such a paradigm is needed in all hu-
man and social sciences (psychology, sociology, pedagogy, cultural anthro-
pology, economy, etc.). But we must be careful: there are many, different
so-called ‘relational paradigms’. I suggest to draw a fundamental distinc-
tion between constructivist (relativist) and critical realist (non-relativist) para-
digms."” I will try to briefly explain this fundamental difference in order to
understand the family as a relational good and not as a mere processual and
fluid event, as the relational constructivists say.

(a) In those relational approaches that adopt a radical constructivist per-
spective, family relationships are seen as simple transactions, processes and
flows. All of their elements, namely situational objectives, means, rules and
value models, are subject to pure contingency.

This way of understanding family relationships is well exemplified by
Giddens’ ‘pure relationship’ theory® According to this author, the pre-
vailing family pattern of the future will be the couple whose partners stay
together for mere individual pleasure and convenience as long as it satisfies
them, after which the relationship can disappear to give way to other rela-
tionships, as if nothing had happened. Apart from the fact that this idea of
the pure relationship ignores and removes the problem of children, it is un-
realistic to think that a deeply intimate relationship can disappear without
leaving an indelible trace on the partners. Human existence is always pro-
foundly marked by this experience, as evidenced by the ordeals of divided
and conflicting couples. As today’s sciences have made clear, two entities
that have been in interaction for a long time, even when they separate, con-
tinue to affect each other even if they are distant and separate, living with
other people (it is the phenomenon of quantum entanglement). In essence,
the hedonistic and utilitarian conception of the so-called ‘pure relationship’
offers us a completely misleading and false view of the couple relationship.

'8 This relational paradigm is described in two volumes: for a sociological perspec-
tive see P. Donati & I. Colozzi (eds.) (2006). Il paradigma relazionale nelle scienze sociali:
le prospettive sociologiche. Bologna: il Mulino; for an economic perspective, see PL. Sacco
& S. Zamagni (eds.) (2000). Teoria economica e relazioni interpersonali. Bologna: il Mulino.

' On the difference between my relational sociology and relationalist sociologies
see Donati (2021). Transcending Modernity, cit.

2 A. Giddens (1992). The Transformation of Intimacy. Sexuality, Love and Eroticism in
Modern Societies. Cambridge: Polity Press.
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Behind the illusion of the pure relationship is the idea that relationships
are reducible to simple communications, and communications only.* In
brief: relations are seen as flows or transactions without specific qualities
or causal powers per se because, according to the constructivist view, they
lack a structure, or, better said, because their structure is formed by indi-
viduals’ subjective preferences.”? Consequently, relational goods and evils
can neither be seen nor thematized, because they cannot be explained in
terms of individual tastes and preferences, but instead consist of relation-
ships produced by couples and family networks beyond individual com-
munications and intentions. Since reality is considered a pure social and
cultural construction, the good and bad of relationships become subjective
teelings. Relational goods and evils become mixed up and can no longer
be distinguished from each other. Left to this view, the family becomes ‘a
normal chaos of love’.

(b) Properly relational approaches differ from relationist ones because
they adopt a critical realist perspective according to which relationships create
structures, willy-nilly, which are networks giving rise to relational goods
or relational evils. Even a family that lives in the so-called ‘chaos of love’
has a social structure, like it or not. It is not a purely processual or evene-
mential reality. These networks are not only made up of communications
and transactions, but also of much more substantial ‘stuff’. This social fab-
ric, like the one made up of relations of serious life (the Durkheimian
“relations de la vie serieuse”), is a very complex reality that decides human

2! This is the perspective advocated by N. Luhmann (1988). ‘Sozialsystem Familie’,
System Familie, 1, pp. 75-91.

22 This is a clear conflation between agency and social structures. The idea is sup-
ported by those cultural movements (including many academic scholars and even many
magistrates in courts) which claim that people, as pure individuals, have the right to define
family identities and family relations as they like. The prospect is as follows (I quote): “the
distinction between family structures and family consciousness is no longer produc-
tive. What individualization of the family essentially means is that the perceived family is
the family structure, and that consequently both the perception and the structure vary
individually between members both within and between “families [...] culture becomes
an experiment whose aim is to discover how we can live together as equal but difterent
[...] the aim of legislation is less and less to prescribe a certain way of living, more and
more to clear the institutional conditions for a multiplicity of lifestyles to be recognized
[...] this means that any collectively shared definition of relationships and individual positions is
gone” (quotations from U. Beck and E. Beck-Gernsheim (2004). Families in a Runaway
World. In: J. Scott, J. Treas, M. Richards eds., The Blackwell Companion to the Sociology of
Families, Oxford, Blackwell, pp. 506-512, italics mine).
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destiny. It emerges from the intertwining of psychological-symbolic ref-
erences (refero) and binding ties (religo) that leave a trace over time, thus
forming the identity of the person throughout her life cycle.” In the fami-
ly, communications depend on the network of relationships in which they
occur, 1.e., the network of concrete bonds which is family life.

For example, when a family has to make an important decision (e.g.,
to relocate, change a partner’s professional job, or simply where to go on
holiday), each member is likely to have different preferences from the oth-
ers. They perceive the decision to agree upon as a stake that goes beyond
individual preferences. The decision that must be taken 1s a relational prob-
lem, the solution of which depends on the ability of the family network
to transform individual decisions into an emergent effect that unites all
the participants. The family can regenerate itself in a virtuous way if the
preferences of each individual are reshaped on the basis of relationships of
trust, cooperation and reciprocity with the other members. If this does not
happen, relational evils are generated, and the family is at risk.

Just as a virus cannot be seen with the naked eye, and therefore we have
to use an electron microscope, to see relationships we need the microscope
of a relational gaze.>* Family relationships are not just the simple exchange
of communications, just as the water molecule is not a simple transaction
between elements of hydrogen and oxygen. They are an emergent effect
that creates another order of reality, a new substance, with different qualities
and properties. Most couples today lack this awareness. Often even the ed-
ucational programs that prepare young people for married life aim to guide
each partner in perfecting their own practical and moral capacities to carry
out their individual roles well, instead of making them relational. This leads
to relational evils. To activate relational goods, both partners should exercise
their reflexivity towards their relationship and continually redefine their
individual and social identity, which changes over time, according to it.

Postmodern society does not help. It sees the couple as a soap bubble,
like in the paintings by Hieronymus Bosch. Therefore, an increasing num-

# On the structure of relationships as an emerging effect of a generative combina-
tion of refero and religo see P. Donati (2015). ‘Manifesto for a Critical Realist R elational
Sociology’. International Review of Sociology/Revue Internationale de Sociologie, 25(1), pp.
86-1009.

* P. Donati (2019). The sociological gaze: When, how and why is it relational?’ In
E. Carra & P. Terenzi (eds.). The relational gaze on a changing society. Berlin: Peter Lang,
pp. 11-44.

The Family as a Relational Good: the Challenge of Love | 309



PIERPAOLO DONATI

ber of couples are prey to impeded or fractured forms of reflexivity. The part-
ners are not able to integrate their personal and relational identity either in
themselves or towards the other.

The task of ‘making a family’ becomes the task of knowing how to
build a We-relationship. But who is this 2? And how do you build a We-re-
lationship as a family? Here we come to the family as a ‘relational subject’®
emerging from a process of social morphogenesis which is the result of its
members’ reflexivity.

6. Understanding family morphogenesis: can it be steered, and, if so,
how?

The process of morphogenesis, that is, the generation of new family
forms, is a process that develops from an initial conditioning structure,
passes through the interactions between the agents that modify this struc-
ture, and brings out a new relational structure. It is a process that takes
place over time in the form of a continuous succession of cycles T1-T4 (as
set out in Figure 2), which, step by step, generate new types of families.

This schema is important because it offers a series of indications.

First of all, it tells us that, at an initial time T1, individuals live in fam-
ily structures that respond to the conditioning of a given socio-cultural
system. The given family structures obviously vary according to the mem-
bers’ social status, their culture of belonging, the phase of their life course,
and so on. However, despite the social system’s strong influence on the in-
dividuals’ actions, in the interactional phase T2-T3, they interpret existing
cultural models and react to them with their subjectivity.

Secondly, Figure 2 highlights that new family forms do not only emerge
from the will of individuals or structural determinism, but above all from
the dynamics of the social networks through which people carry out their
lives. In these networks, individuals react to conditioning structures in
different ‘reflexive’® ways. These reflexive modes can be autonomous or

» P. Donati, M.S. Archer (2015). The Relational Subject, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

% The term ‘reflexive’ must be distinguished from the term ‘reflective’, because the
former indicates the ability, shared by all normal people, to decide on how to act in
their own social context, taking into account relationships and redefining relationships
with others, while the second indicates a mechanical feedback as occurs in the reflec-
tion of a mirror.
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Conditioning societal system (cultural, social, economic, political)

T1 - family structures of people living in a certain socio-cultural
context at time T1

T2 - social network dynamics and interactions between people
to seek a more satisfying family form (in the T2-T3 time
interval) - T3

T4 — elaborated family structures emerging from a now different
relational context (provisional, more or less stable structure)
TIME
... (a new cycle begins)

Figure 2. The process of family morphogenesis (family warming).

dependent on other people and circumstances, coherent or fragmented, or
even blocked.

This is where the agents’ meaningful lifestyles become important.
More often than not, the relationships that mediate people’s actions to-
wards the conditioning structures are problematic, with different, rational
or emotional motivations, based on the opportunities offered by the social
context. Individuals play with structures, acting tactically or strategically
to achieve what they think will be their own well-being. They do not
make individual decisions in a vacuum (as the economic theory of rational
choice maintains), but embedded in the context of the relationships that
give them identity and belonging. In short, individuals play with the in-
terpersonal and social relationships they have, as well as those they deem
possible or desirable.

We can distinguish various types of morphogenesis based on the ways
in which individuals interact with each other and thus shape their family
in the context of their wider relationships.

(1) Morphogenesis can be adaptive and pragmatic: in this case, people’s
interactions do not substantially modify the original family structure, but
simply adapt it to new conditions. The prevalent type of reflexivity is
‘communicative’ (i.e. dependent on significant others according to Arch-
er’s classification) and follows patterns of habitus. People do not turn away
from the internalized patterns they cling to; they seek only contingent
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adjustments to resolve tensions and conflicts in search of a more fulfilling
lifestyle. Even when people get divorced and remarry, most mixed families
come close to this type, because the second marriage does not deviate
from the internalized family model. When people marry multiple times
or live with different partners over and over again, without a minimum of
stability, they show that their reflexivity is weak, and it can easily become
a fractured or impeded reflexivity which, sooner or later, leads to the next
type of morphogenesis.

(1)) Unstable and chaotic morphogenesis characterizes people who, by
choice or by conditioning, experience interpersonal relationships as flows
and processes without a relational structure that has its own normativity.
In this case, they are unable to find their identity in a specific family mod-
el, and consequently adopt precarious, substantially fragile and vulnerable
lifestyles. Their reflexivity is constantly fractured (they often change their
minds and partners) or blocked and impeded (when they do not know ex-
actly what they want, and, for example, chronically delay getting married,
rather than firmly resolving to reject it).

(111) Steered morphogenesis characterizes people who try to guide the
change process with a meaningful family project in mind beyond exist-
ing models. They generate new forms of family networks that are dis-
tinguished by the fact of developing the cultural potential of the natural
social genome of the family. To follow this path, a meta-reflexive mode of
interaction is necessary, which is the ability to reformulate the relation-
ship of common life beyond contingent difficulties, so as to make gradual
changes to oneself and to relationships with others to repair errors and dis-
appointments. Relational meta-reflexivity is at the basis of the day-to-day
coexistence of the most cohesive and prosocial families.”

What about current and future trends? At present, from a statistical
point of view, the first two types of morphogenesis are definitely the most
common in modernized countries. The idea of the family is not destroyed,
but broken down, dismantled piece by piece like Lego and reassembled ac-
cording to the strategies in vogue at a certain moment. Family relationship
games are becoming increasingly virtual. ‘The family’ ends up being an

% See: Cisf (ed.) (2001). Identita e varieta dell’essere famiglia: il fenomeno della “pluraliz-
zazione”. Edizioni Cinisello Balsamo, San Paolo; Cisf (ed.) (2012). La relazione di coppia
oggi: una sfida per la famiglia, Trento, Edizioni Erickson; Stan J. Knapp and Greg Wurm
(2019). ‘Theorizing Family Change: A Review and Reconceptualization’. Journal of
Family Theory and Review, 1, pp. 1-18.
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empty noun. We can say that it exists in name only, and that all we have are
names (this explains the success of Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose,
according to which reality evaporates into nominalism; we could say: ‘stat
familia pristina nomine, nomina nuda tenemus’, that is, the original family is
just a name, we have only names).

On the empirical level, this means the predominance of morphoge-
netic cycles that produce families’ continuous fragmentation, which in-
creasingly weakens people’s abilities to build stable family forms. From a
relational point of view this means disaffection with marriage, an increase
in single people, new games of breaking up and recomposing the couple,
and growing difficulties in having and educating children.

However, just when we have hit rock bottom, a process of rethinking
begins. How to generate new civil norms, first moral and then juridical,
relating to the right to family relationships that make people’s humanity
flourish, rather than alienating them in fragmentation and social anomie?
It can be hoped that the processes of morphogenesis pave the way for the
creation of ‘civil constitutions’® which recognize human and family rights
as anthropological rights, beyond the political, economic and social rights
already recognized by modernity. To give an example of human rights of
an anthropological nature, let us think of the child’s right to grow up in a
family and not on the street or in an institution. It is the right to a specific
relationship, not a civil, political or socio-economic right. Let’s try to un-
derstand what it means.

7. The humanizing or non-humanizing characteristics of a family depend
on its social genome

The thesis I propose for discussion is that the growing processes of hy-
bridization of family relationships will lead to new distinctions about what
is and is not properly human in family relationships. These distinctions
could foster a new feeling about the family, highlighting its communi-
tarian character as a way of humanizing itself and society. What does the
expression “family as a way of humanization” mean?

To understand this concept, as a sociologist, I suggest that the criteria
to distinguish between the humanizing (or, conversely, non-humanizing)
characteristics of a family form be drawn from the assessment of the rela-
tional effects produced by the new family genome that has been created.

2 See G. Teubner (2006). ‘Substantive and Reflexive Elements in Modern Law’. In
C. Seron (ed.). The Law and Society Canon. Aldershot: Ashgate, pp. 75-122.
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Let us think of families created by a technological intervention (such as
surrogacy) or by a legislative intervention (such as a law which legitimizes
the creation of fatherless families).

What I am proposing is a reading of these phenomena that leads to a rela-
tional bioethics (not relationalist, that is, non relativistic), according to which
the humanization of a family form is evaluated on the basis of the qualities
and causal properties of its relational structure. This does not mean adhering
to a consequentialist ethics but adopting an evangelical perspective: ‘Beware
of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are
ravenous wolves. You will know them by their fruits. Are grapes gathered
from thorns, or figs from thistles? In the same way, every good tree bears
good fruit, but the bad tree bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot bear bad
fruit, nor can a bad tree bear good fruit. Every tree that does not bear good
fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. Thus, you will know them by
their fruits.” (Matthew 7:15-20, and also Luke 6: 43-45).

I will cite two examples: first, the use of reproductive technologies;
second, the legislation that institutionally provides for the procreation of
fatherless children.

The first example is that of a Nebraska woman, Cecile (61), who want-
ed to ‘give’ a child to her gay son. The woman gave birth to a baby girl
(Uma Louise) who was conceived with the sperm of her son (Matthew)
and the egg of his partner’s (Elliot) sister (Lea). Now, Cecile is at the same
time the mother and grandmother of a little girl who is at the same time
the daughter and sister of Matthew. The ‘extended’ family that is therefore
created is made up as follows: the grandmother (Cecile) is the mother of a
daughter (Uma Louise) whom she gives to her son (Matthew) who is both
the brother and the father of the child, whose mother is the child’s aunt
(Lea), who is the sister of Matthew’s partner, Elliot.

This is certainly an extreme example. However, it reveals the relational
games that will be possible in the future with the use of heterologous repro-
duction, surrogacy and other techniques that are looming on the horizon.

The second example refers to a law, recently approved in France (June
2021), which extends the right to MAP (medically assisted procreation) to
single women, gay, lesbian and so-called ‘asexual’ couples.”? Until now, in

# Asexual couples and families are defined by the fact that they lack sexual attrac-
tion, and therefore can only have children without naturally generating them: Megan
Carroll, Asexuality and Its Implications for LGBTQ-Parent Families, in A.E. Goldberg and
K.R. Allen (eds.) (2019), LGBT-Parent Families: Innovations in Research and Implications
for Practice. New York: Springer.
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France, MAP was only available to sterile heterosexual couples of child-
bearing age. Under the new law, women will be able to give birth to
children without the help of men, and for this reason there has been talk
of the ‘end of patriarchy’, ‘planned orphans’, ‘war on nature’, and ‘rela-
tivism undermining an entire civilization’. In our language, institutionally
approving the absence of a father in the generation of children will change
family networks in a direction with unfathomable consequences.®

In all these cases, the hybridization of the family through the use of
technologies and/or laws can be understood as a modification of what I
call the ‘social genome’ of the family. This genome is neither biological
nor a purely natural fact: it is the device that makes the family the neces-
sary moment of transition from pure nature to culture (i.e., social practices) in
the process of civilization.’! If the culture we live in today is recognized as
increasingly violent and dehumanizing, this is due to the systemic modi-
fication of the social genome of the family, ushering in a culture in which
the human becomes an indeterminate notion and loses its proper meaning.

The time has come to clarify the issue of the social genome of the
family.

In previous works, I proposed conceiving of the family genome as a re-
lational structure consisting of four fundamental interconnected elements
(see Figure 3). These elements® are: mutual free giving (L) among the mem-
bers as the fundamental value that inspires life in common; the norm of
reciprocity (I) as the basic rule for internal exchanges; and couple sexuality
(A) as a means of cohesion and realization of the intentional generativity
of the couple (G).

These elements are organized along two interconnected axes: the hori-
zontal axis of the couple (linked by reciprocity and sexuality: I-A) and the
vertical axis of parenthood (which connects free giving to generativity:
L-G). The two axes, working together in a circumflex dynamic structure,
generate the family and make it grow.

* On the consequences of the absence of the father figure, see Maspero, Giulio
(2021). ‘Christian Humanism: Fatherhood, Economics, and Relational Ontology’. In
G. Maspero & M. Schlag (eds.). After Liberalism? A Christian Confrontation on Politics and
Economics, New York: Springer, pp.127-147.

3! For more details see P. Donati (2013). La famiglia. Il genoma che fa vivere la societa.
Soveria Mannelli: Rubbettino.

*2 The conceptualization of this structure corresponds to the relational (non-Par-
sonian) version of AGIL: cf. P. Donati (2021). Tianscending Modernity with Relational
Thinking. London: Routledge.
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Figure 3. The social genome of the family as a relational structure without functional substitutes.

Although here it is simplified, this way of depicting the circumflex
relational structure of the family is certainly complex and challenging. It
highlights how problematic it is to create a solid and stable family lifestyle
based on free giving, reciprocity, couple sexuality and generativity. Indeed,
families are always in transition towards an ideal, which, however, contin-
ually shifts and escapes them.

In past societies, the four elements were held together by a community
tradition with a religious background. In modernized countries, this is
disappearing and the idea of (re)building communities which are strongly
integrated by a religious sense is an aspiration that has not much chance
of success.

Secularization makes the four elements more and more contingent by
untying them and allowing them to combine with each other in ‘other’
ways. For postmodern culture, free giving is wholly improbable, and most
often poisoned; reciprocity is replaced by the Ego’s expectation that the
other members of the family will meet its needs, otherwise it finds a way
out; couple sexuality is less and less regulated and detached from a clear
gender identity; generativity responds to narcissistic reasons or is subject
to cost-benefit calculations. The environment still has a decisive influence,
both from the point of view of cultural fashions, and the ongoing impor-
tance of the partners’ primary networks of belonging — such as kinship and
friends — whose consent is desired to cement the fact of living together.
Civil or religious authorities are sought less and less to legitimize the new
family. Marriage is replaced by a party that partners give at home with
relatives and friends so that they can recognize them as such.

316 | The Family as a Relational Good: the Challenge of Love



FACING FAMILY MORPHOGENESIS: WHEN FAMILIES BECOME RELATIONAL GOODS

In family morphogenesis, if one element is profoundly modified, all the
other elements and their relationships are also modified, which produces a
mutation of the genome.

The forces that are modifying the basic elements of the family genome
are as follows (Figure 4):

(L) the capitalist economy is attacking the culture of free giving and in-
troducing utilitarian elements into the genome; today, these elements
are mostly of a consumerist nature;

(I) the world of digital communication is eliminating the norm of inter-
personal reciprocity because it tends to isolate individuals and give them
a virtual identity; people are virtually connected to the whole world,
but they lose the sense of reciprocity with the people closest to them;

(A) the sexual revolution is profoundly modifying the couple relationship
by calling into question the male-female polarity and opening up to
an indefinite number of gender identities (LGBTQIA and the rest of
the alphabet);

Human reproduction
technologies

l- SOCIAL
GENOME OF THE
G FAMILY

Generativity
(having children, and raising them by
generating social networks)

e ™~

A I

Sexual Co!.nple sex_ualit)_( Reciprocity Digital world -
revolution (loving relationships (as the rule of Virtual reality
between partners) internal relations)

- S

L
Gift culture
(the gift as a basic value and motivation
for family action and exchange)

|

Capitalist economy

Figure 4. The make-up of the family social genome and environmentally driven factors of change.
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(G) physical generativity is being modified by new reproduction technol-
ogiles (eugenic practices, artificial fertilization, surrogacy), not to men-
tion the research to produce an artificial uterus.

In the light of Figure 4, we can say that the family experiences a setback

when its social genome is attacked, with the consequent distortion of its

two main axes, namely the spousal couple relationship and the filiation
relationship, and their interconnections. This happens: (i) when the couple
relationship is not formed by sexual identities that belong to the male-fe-
male polarity, but by changing and unstable gender identities, generat-
ing other types of relationships which are generally problematic in the
medium-long term; and (i) when filiation is obtained with the artificial
intervention of technology and, above all, of a third party that makes the
filiation of the child by one or both parents uncertain and problematic.
The spread of these cases in almost all countries is leading to a ‘post-fam-
ily society’, converging with what has been called the ‘post-human con-
dition’, in which relationships between family members become intricate
and fickle, putting into play the ability of people to respond to the needs
of sustainable relational identities. I call this process ‘family warming’.
Family warming is at the same time the product and the producer of a
growing hybridization of family relationships.* Family lifestyles do not de-
velop the natural potentials of typically human qualities and properties, but
are hybridized owing to artificial post / trans-human elements.** People opt
for a certain family form by playing games with the basic elements of the
family genome, altering and putting them back together in various ways.
Figure 4 is intended as a guide to understand the enormous changes
that will take place in the coming decades. It is a question of understand-
ing to what extent it is possible to modify the family genome without
undermining an entire civilization. However, at the same time, we can also
imagine that new ways of activating the genuine family genome are open-
ing up through a process of cultural change that is more respectful of the
inherent nature of the family. What we are observing is perhaps the advent

» A. Nordlund, S. Sekki, P. Korvela, and J. Silvonen (2019). “The Changing Every-
day Life of Families and Young People’. In M. Toivonen, & E. Saari. Human-Centered
Digitalization and Services, Springer, Singapore, pp. 79-100.

** On social relationship hybridization processes, in particular resulting from new
technologies: see P. Donati (2019). ‘The Digital Matrix and the Hybridization of So-
ciety’. In I. Al-Amoudi and E. Lazega (eds.). Post-Human Institutions and Organisations:
Confronting the Matrix. London: Routledge, pp. 67-92.
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of a new ‘axial age’ (the term is by Karl Jaspers, Max Weber and Shmuel
Eisenstadt),” understood as a process of epochal cultural change that revo-
lutionizes the tension between the transcendental and the mundane order.

In the perspective proposed here, the crux of the matter is not preserv-
ing a fixed and immutable genome, but, on the contrary, ensuring that the
family genome can actually operate in such a way as to achieve a new mo-
dality of making the transition from nature to culture that enhances, rather
than alienate, the human qualities of family relationality. The ‘normo-con-
stituted’” family is the term I use for those families that manage to make
this kind of transition from nature to culture while preserving the human
qualities and properties inherent in the family’s ontological genome as a
latent sui generis reality that wishes to flourish to its full potential.

This idea goes hand in hand with integral ecology which today rightly
claims to promote a sustainable ecosystem from both a physical and a so-
cio-cultural point of view. We may say that we need to promote a sustain-
able family by making the elements of its social genome and the ways of
connecting them sustainable. We need to understand if and how it is possi-
ble to regenerate the family genome under these new historical conditions.

8. The family as a relational good

One might wonder whether being part of the family as a We (its e-re-
lationality) means being part of an imposed entity (a systemic, holistic, in-
stitutional order) which forces the individual to submit to others, or if it
is a reality that allows a person to flourish through a certain quality of her
intersubjective relationships.

Of course, we know that there are a whole host of different family
situations, because these two tendencies — social control and subjective
expressiveness — mix in infinite ways. However, what I want to emphasize
is the possibility of distinguishing between families that produce relational
evils and families that produce relational goods.* This distinction depends
on whether or not a family is able to mature as a 72 in which each person
can personalize her role. This means that the family is a relational good in
itself, which generates innumerable other relational goods, when it be-
comes a mature ‘relational subject’.

* S. Eisenstadt (1982). ‘The axial age: the emergence of transcendental visions and
the rise of clerics’. European Journal of Sociology, 23(2), pp. 294-314.

% See P. Donati (2019). ‘Discovering the Relational Goods: Their Nature, Genesis
and Eftects’. International Review of Sociology, 29(2), pp. 238-259.
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The relational subject is neither the ‘plural subject’ nor the ‘we think’
to which some refer.”” Neither is it a type of collective conscience.® It is a
we-relationship. There 1s no collective conscience that thinks for each mem-
ber of the family but there is undoubtedly a collective culture in the sense
of a set of representations, images and lifestyles which are shared by many
individuals and influence their agency. However, this is not to say that the
We signifies that everyone thinks in the same way. Something similar can
occur in tribal societies, where individual reflexivity is highly dependent
on the clan’s socio-cultural structure.

The members of the family are a & in that together they generate
and enjoy a good that is born and is compatible with their diftferences. It
means sharing a well-being that respects the freedom of each member.
This ‘good’ is everything that is done together and shared in trust (eating,
walking, going on holiday, having fun together, etc.) or that stimulates each
member’s cooperation (in the division of labour or the decision-making
process, etc.).

Relationships unite us with, and at the same time difterentiate us from,
others. In the family, they make us different within the We-relationship
that we share. In a special way in the family, this property of social rela-
tions consists of the fact that they unite the related subjects at the same
time that they promote their differentiation. I call this the ‘enigma of the
relationship’.” The relationship means distance, which implies difference,
but at the same time it also implies a connection, link and bond. We have
to understand how the good in the We-relationship can be compatible
with the differences between those who generate and take advantage of it.

Let us make an example. A mother and a father are truly ‘generative’
when, while aware of the fact that their offspring is a person born of them,
and therefore is part of their identity (as the father and mother), they re-
alize that she or he is not the child of two individuals, but of their relationship.
As such, the child expresses and materializes the essence of the family as a
relational good. Those parents who say ‘I want a child to fulfil my desire
for parenthood’ (that is, in my child I find my identity) do not generate

* On the ‘plural subject’ see M. Gilbert (2000). Sociality and Responsibility: New
Essays in Plural Subject Theory. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield. On ‘group belief see
R. Tuomela (1991). ‘Group Beliefs’. Synthese, 91, pp. 285-318.

% M. Douglas (1986). How Institutions Think. Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse University
Press.

* P. Donati (2015). L’enigma della relazione. Milan-Udine: Mimesis edizioni.
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a person other than themselves, but they generate (or try to generate) an
‘avatar’ of themselves. They generate an Other who has to realize his own
Ego in an imaginary world. This kind of relationship is one that comes
from an identity that seeks to direct and possess the other. The Other be-
comes entirely subordinate to the identity of the parent, with no real rec-
iprocity between parent and child. The relationship becomes narcissistic,
and so the only relational goods that can be generated — if any at all — are
partial and insufficient.

To generate a relational good, the differences between the members of
a family must be managed in a certain way, that is, treated according to the
norm of reciprocity. When this happens, we perceive the idea that loving
means knowing how to respect the Other as diftferent and living this as a
gift. Love is not only a subjective feeling, but it is above all a relationship
of full reciprocity, and it is this relationship that gives rise to personal in-
ner feelings. In the love relationship, difterence is not a simple distance or
divergence to be tolerated, but a lifelong challenge that helps bring people
together, when they understand that difterences add value to all the partic-
ipants in the relationship.*

The relational good lies inside the relationship, not outside it. The good
is the ‘included third’ that emerges from the interactions between the sub-
jects who live in the relationship.*

If the relationship stops being a meaningful difterence and is reified (be-
comes a ‘thing’), then it generally leads to the degradation of the human
person. This happens to us every day, when, instead of having an ‘I-You’
relationship with another person, we label and commodify the other person
in an ‘I-It’ kind of relationship.” The relationship with the Other becomes
a cliché, a stereotype. This happens in the family when we give up trusting
and collaborating with others because we consider them incapable or un-
reliable. In this case family relationships generate relational evils.

Family life becomes a producer of relational goods if and when its
members are able to manage their difterences and the connected needs

# P. Donati (2013). ‘The Added Value of Social Relations’, Italian_Journal of Sociology
of Education, 5 (1), pp. 19-35 (available on-line).

# P. Donati (2022). ‘Between the human and the social: the Third’. MAUSS Inter-
national. Anti-Utilitarian Interventions in Social Sciences, 2(1) (in print).

# Clearly, I am referring to the distinction between ‘I-You’ and ‘I-It’ relationships
as theorized by Martin Buber (1988). The Knowledge of Man. Selected Essays. Atlantic
Highlands, N.J.: Humanities Press International.
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‘relationally’, that is, in the knowledge that the relationship unites those
who are different while maintaining and even enhancing their differences.
Relational goods are resources which consist of relationships; they are not
material things or functional performances. We can now understand why
the family is a common good, not in a public or private sense, but in rela-
tional terms. A typology of social goods (in general) can be useful to better
understand these difterences from the point of view of how relationships
are configured.

If we classify social goods according to two axes: (i) the competitive/
non-competitive character of the good, and (ii) the chance to choose/not
to choose the desired good, we find four types of social goods (Table 1).

Public goods are not competitive, and people cannot choose them in-
dividually. No kind of interpersonal relationship with other people is re-
quired to obtain them and they concern benefits and rights managed by
a public authority (how we use the streets, public spaces, museums, etc.).

Private goods, on the contrary, are competitive and can be chosen free-
ly. Neither primary nor secondary relations are needed to acquire these
goods, only impersonal relations typical of market exchanges (anyone can
buy something by choosing from various distributors of goods).

Unlike these polar goods, there are two types of relational goods. The
first type is competitive goods, namely secondary, associative relational
goods, that do not envisage an individual choice and are obtained through
secondary relationships between people who share membership in a civil
soclety association (trade associations, trade unions, sports or cultural as-
sociations, etc.). Then, there are non-competitive goods, namely primary
relational goods, which people are free to choose and are obtained through
good, interpersonal and intimate relationships. One such primary rela-
tional good is the family.

Precisely because the family is a non-competitive good (it is a social
form without functional equivalents), in which we take part of our own
free will, this social form can produce relational goods which other social
forms cannot create.

The family is a relational good (i) in itself for its members, given the
fact that it can generate what other lifestyles cannot generate, and (ii) for
society because it develops functions that no other form of life can fulfil.

Among the many considerations that could be made onTable 1, I would
like to underline those relational goods produced by the family which are
the social virtues. The family is not only a place where individual virtues
are cultivated but it is also and above all the non-fungible ‘social worker’
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Four types of social
goods distinguished
on the basis of their
intrinsic relational

Non-competitive goods

Competitive goods

person depends on
collective decisions
for her choices

no kind of relationship with
other people is required to
obtain these goods, since
they are goods managed by a
public authority

characteristics
Public goods Secondary relational
(state or public authorities) goods

The individual (associations / third-sector

civil society organizations)

secondary relationships
between people are required
to obtain these goods, since
the latter depend on a civil
association / organization

The individual per-
son is free to decide

Primary relational goods
(family)

interpersonal and intimate
relationships between gen-
ders and between generations
are required to obtain these

Private goods
(capitalist market)

neither primary nor second-
ary relationships are required
to obtain these goods; they

are impersonal relations typi-

goods cal of market exchanges

Table 1. The position of the family as a primary relational good amongst social goods.

that transforms individual into social virtues. It is precisely by transforming
the individual into the social that the family takes the human being’s indi-
viduality to the level of a shared collective human culture.

I would like to emphasize that the concept of ‘virtue’ can and must refer
not only to individual actions, but also to social relations as such. Primary
social virtues, such as giving and receiving trust, cooperation, reciprocity,
responsibility and solidarity, are learned within the family. Otherwise, they
are learned no more. This is why we say that the family, founded on full
reciprocity between genders and between generations, is not fungible, has
no functional equivalents and is the greatest social (not merely private)
resource that society can have. If a society wears down or even loses this
resource, it will face so many difficulties, of such great entity, that it will be
unable to survive in the long run.
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9. Can the family genome be (re)generated?

According to the above schema of family morphogenesis (Figure 2),
there are two possible ways of guiding the processes currently regenerating
the family:

(1) by intervening on the networks of primary relationships (in the inter-
mediate temporal phase T2-T3) to create families capable of organizing
themselves as ‘social relational subjects’, in order to develop a new family
structure that can spread in ever wider networks (this is the path generally
chosen by educational programmes, including family pastoral care);

(11) by acting on the societal system (at time T1) that conditions interac-
tions both between the family and society, and within the family itself, to
support changes in the interactions during phase T2-T3 (this is the path of
social, economic and cultural policies).

These two ways must work in synergy, and both require a new culture
of social relations, which I will try to set out in brief.

(1) Acting on the interactions between people who make up a family. The ques-
tion here is whether to act on individuals or their relationships. Most
educational activities choose the first path, that is, they try to train indi-
viduals. This path is often ineftective, however, because people depend
on relationships. Only a new culture of relationships can interrupt the
fragmentation of families currently underway. The family is not a common
good because the members share the same ideas, as many people believe,
but because they understand and respect their differences while at the same
time setting most value by the good of the relationship as such. Howev-
er, in the end, the path of education alone cannot produce a substantial
socio-cultural change if it is not supported by a modification of the social
system that conditions people’s behaviours and relationships.

(11) Acting on the societal system that conditions interactions. Operationally,
this means recognizing family rights at the institutional level. In order for
families to carry out their tasks and build trust and social solidarity, they
must have access to rights as families, not as an aggregate of individual
rights. This means recognizing the citizenship rights of the family. The family
is a social subject that has its own set of rights and duties in the political
and civil community due to its irreplaceable, effective mediation between
individuals and the community.

Political and legal institutions can be evaluated according to the type
and degree of promotional recognition given to the family as a producer
of relational goods. Indeed, many political-administrative systems penalize
rather than promote families because they do not give due recognition to
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the social functions performed by the family. This lack of recognition ex-
plains the decline in the birth rate and the consequent ageing of the popu-
lation, the growing number of lonely elderly people, the fragmentation of
families and communities, and many other social pathologies.

A social policy can be deemed ‘family friendly’ if it explicitly aims
to support the social functions and the added social value of the family.
These policies must not be instrumental and must be clearly distinguished
from demographic policies, policies against poverty and unemployment,
and other objectives which are certainly very important, but different in
kind. It is necessary to combine policies on equal opportunities for women
(gender mainstreaming) with adequate family mainstreaming, which consists of
policies that support family relationships, that is, reciprocal relationships
between genders and between generations.

As examples we can cite: policies to reconcile family and work; tax pol-
icies that take into consideration the family based on the number of mem-
bers and their age and health conditions; educational, social and health
services concentrated upon support for couple and parental relations, etc.

Some noteworthy initiatives go in this direction. For instance: (a) EU
local family alliances,® that is, family-friendly policies pursued together by
public, private and third sector actors by building cooperation networks
between them in the local community. Every local community actor
(schools, companies, hospitals, shops, banks, entertainment venues, public
institutions, etc.) provides its own resources and facilities to promote in-
tra- and interfamily relationships. They are coordinated to provide support
to families in every sphere of daily life;* (b) family group conferences, that is,
interactive, guided and supervised meetings, organized to involve families
who share similar problems, especially having deviant or troubled chil-
dren, through the mobilization of a wide network of participants, such as
relatives, friends, teachers, doctors, significant others;* (c) ‘family districts’,

* Council of the European Union (2007). Conclusions of the Council and of the Repre-
sentatives of the Governments of the Member States, meeting within the Council, on the importance
of family-friendly policies in Europe and the establishment of an Alliance for Families. Brussels:
Official Journal of the European Union, 17.7.2007 (2007/C 163/01); EU Commission,
Report on the Achievements of the European Alliance for Families, Version 27.07.2010.

# Jan Schroeder (2008). ‘The German Initiative “Lokale Biindnisse fiir Familie™,
M.S. Archer and P. Donati (eds), Pursuing the Common Good: How Solidarity and Subsidi-
arity Can Work Together, Vatican City: Vatican Press, pp. 356-376.

* Jaakko Seikkula and Tom Erik Arnkil (2006). Dialogical Meet Social Networks, Lon-
don: Karnac Books.

The Family as a Relational Good: the Challenge of Love | 325



PIERPAOLO DONATI

1.e. a new way of mobilizing as many resources as possible in a territorial
community (called a ‘district’, normally a valley) to offer services suitable
tor family life according to each phase of its life cycle, conceived in the
Province of Trento (Northern Italy).*

All these initiatives are based on a relational philosophy of social work
and networking methodologies to support families.” Their aim is to pro-
mote the family as a relational asset for the person and the community
through interactive networks that stimulate the development of the fami-
ly’s natural potential. They are examples of how relational steering can be the
solution which transforms relational evils into relational goods.

10. Summary: why the normo-constituted natural family is and remains
the source and origin of a good society

Empirical investigations on the family, at international level, show that
the normo-constituted family (i.e., families corresponding to the original
social genome) is a resource of added social value, not only because it
offers better opportunities to individuals in terms of well-being, but also
and above all because it generates a socially inclusive community, that is,
a civil and public sphere which promotes the common good.* It is not
true, as some argue, that the family is an obstacle to the formation of social
capital in society. Instead, there is a synergy between the social capital of
the family and that of the surrounding community, as well as generalized
social capital.”

These results lead to a very precise conclusion: the normo-constituted nat-
ural family is and remains the vital source of society as long as a new popular
culture is capable of expressing a new way of passing from nature to cul-
ture. This challenge lies in the type of culture that can master the use of
new technologies in the morphogenetic processes.

[t is possible that the globalization experienced from the end of the 20th
century to the beginning of the 21st century will suffer repercussions, and

* Luciano Malfer (2015). New Public Family Management. Milan: FrancoAngeli.

7 A practical example is provided by Beth Weaver (2016). Offending and Desistance.
The Importance of Social Relations. Abingdon: Routledge.

* A wide panorama of national and international surveys is debated in the book P.
Donati (ed.) (2012). Famiglia risorsa della societa. Bologna: il Mulino. See also P. Donati
and P. Sullins (eds.) (2015). The Conjugal Family: An Irreplaceable Resource for Society.
Rome: Libreria Editrice Vaticana.

* See P. Donati and L. Tronca (2008). Il capitale sociale degli italiani, Le radici familiari,
comunitarie e associative del civismo. Milan: FrancoAngeli.
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that local popular cultures will review their relationship with nature and
the environment in the light of greater sustainability. The society of the
future will have a greater, not lesser need for the family, for the multiple
roles it 1s called to play in making personal and social virtues flourish and,
ultimately, in creating a better society. As in other historical periods, hu-
man progress depends on the fact that the family can be the source of those
relational goods which, as an expression of mutual love between people,
are capable of opposing cultural regression and any dictatorial political
system. The distinction between the human and non-human characters of
a family form should be drawn according to its social genome and eftects.

After all, the family remains the ideal for people all over the world. The
constitutive genome of the family does not cease to be the fons et origo of
society. Without this genome, society loses the primary factor that human-
izes people and social life and degrades into a chaotic ‘family warming’
analogous to the global warming of the physical ecosystem.

The problem is how to ensure that the distorting eftects of the family’s
own social genome are controlled, minimized and made reversible. We can
hope that, after the deinstitutionalization of the family, a new historical
phase will begin in which new relational structures can emerge, giving
a new, even institutional meaning to the family as they update its social
genome.*

Positive family qualities can be seen above all in families with vulnerable
or disabled members, because they implement particular actions to deal with
the persons in need. These families develop special virtues, which can be
called empowerment and resilience. Adoptive and foster families are other
examples of social advantages that the family offers to society. In short, we
can only believe in the social recovery of the weakest and most marginalized
if we have faith in the relational goods that the family can create.

The family inspired by its social genome is an institution of the future,
not of the past. The reason is simple: society’s primary human, spiritual
and social capital originates from the family’s genome. The process of civ-
ilization is essentially favoured by the unique and irreplaceable virtues of
the family when it is practised as a primary relational good that generates
innumerable other relational goods.

% Michael Gilding (2000). ‘Reflexivity Over and Above Convention: The New
Orthodoxy in the Sociology of Personal Life, Formerly Sociology of the Family’. The
British_Journal of Sociology, 61 (4), pp.757-777.
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In my opinion, unlike in the past, it is not a specific emerging social
class that will bring out a new family model. Today the social strata that
guide the historical process are absorbed by the technological processes of
modernization that inaugurate forms of family which, by losing the orig-
inal genome, cause the dissolution of the social fabric. This 1s the tragedy
of Western civilization, which seems to be moving towards a scenario of
profound inequalities and injustices, due to the fact that the population
is divided in two: on the one hand, those people who seek their own
well-being outside of the responsibilities of the social genome of the fam-
ily oriented to the common good, and, on the other, those taking on the
burden and responsibility of establishing and maintaining a family that
regenerates society through its original genome. This new divide leads to
an unfair society.

Speaking as a sociologist, I do not think that the whole of society will
see the end of the family, despite the great scholarly support for this thesis
stemming from the chaotic morphogenesis prevalent in hypermodernized
societies. I believe instead that the society of the future will most likely be
split into many difterent layers and segments. In some of them, the family
will completely implode, in others, endemically problematic forms will
emerge, and in others yet, the family morphogenesis could be directed
towards a social lifestyle that humanizes relations between genders and
between generations in new ways. These new social modalities will seek a
new interpersonal relationality capable of making the natural qualities of
human beings flourish, as opposed to other forms with their self-destruc-
tive artificiality.

By natural qualities of family relationships, I mean those qualities that
make people happy because they can enjoy relational goods that have no
functional substitute, even when the generation of these goods is mediated
by new technologies.
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1. Shaped By Our Families

In his Encyclical Letter Laudato Si’, the Pope writes
[ would stress the great importance of the family, which is ‘the place
in which life — the gift of God — can be properly welcomed and pro-
tected against the many attacks to which it is exposed, and can de-
velop in accordance with what constitutes authentic human growth.
In the face of the so-called culture of death, the family is the heart
of the culture of life’. In the family we first learn how to show love
and respect for life; we are taught the proper use of things, order and
cleanliness, respect for the local ecosystem and care for all creatures.
In the family we receive an integral education, which enables us to
grow harmoniously in personal maturity. In the family we learn to
ask without demanding, to say ‘thank you’ as an expression of gen-
uine gratitude for what we have been given, to control our aggres-
sivity and greed, and to ask forgiveness when we have caused harm.
These simple gestures of heartfelt courtesy help to create a culture
of shared life and respect for our surroundings.'
In this paper, I read the statement as an empirical claim: families have a
formative influence. In children, at least in those children who have the
good fortune to grow up in their family of origin, the “enculturation”
(Collins 1989) channel is isolated. They did not choose their family. If a
family member joins later in life, enculturation is still at work. But it com-
petes with selection. Sometimes selection is unidirectional, as in parents
adopting a child. More often, selection is reciprocal as, quintessentially, in
mating (Bacon, Conte et al. 2014). Husband and wife seek out each other:
for many reasons, but arguably also because they are a good fit in terms of
their attitudes.

! Encyclical Letter of May 24, 2015, https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/
encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html, R 213.
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There is a large literature on family influences, on matters as mundane
as healthy eating (Gross, Pollock et al. 2010), but also considerably more
consequential behavior, like implementing a therapy plan (Edelstein and
Linn 1985), engaging in premarital sexual relations (Thornton and Cam-
burn 1987), or in crime and delinquency (Derzon 2010). In this paper,
I focus on one feature of the decision problem that is characteristic for
many, arguably even most choices: the decision-maker faces uncertainty. I
investigate in which ways families affect risky choice.

With observational data, it has been shown that married individuals
take less risk than singles (Dohmen, Falk et al. 2011), but that married
women take more risk than females who are single parents (Halek and
Eisenhauer 2001), and that the risk attitudes of couples tend to correlate
(Brown, Dickerson et al. 2012, Bacon, Conte et al. 2014). There is a small
number of risk-taking experiments with households (Bateman and Munro
2005, De Palma, Picard et al. 2011, Abdellaoui and Paraschiv 2013). But
they are interested in how much risk the household, i.e. a more aggregate
unit, is happy to take. I, by contrast, investigate the impact of the family on
risks an individual family member is taking. In which ways is risk taking
shaped by one’s family?

I present empirical evidence from an experiment that Alexandra Fe-
dorets, Olga Gorelkina and myself have run on the German Socio-Eco-
nomic Panel SOEP (Goebel, Grabka et al. 2019). Details about the design
of the experiment, hypotheses derived from a formal model, more elaborate
statistical analysis of the data, and heterogeneity analysis with the help of a
machine learning algorithm will be published elsewhere (Engel, Fedorets et
al. 2022). In this paper, I only report descriptive statistics, along with run of
the mill regressions, and focus on implications for the theme of the Plenary.

I proceed in five steps. In Section 2, I report to which degree family
membership leads to an alignment of risk preferences. For this purpose, I
use choices of family members that only affect their own payment. In Sec-
tion 3 I contrast these choices with four choices that affect the payoft of a
second family member. In Section 4 I turn from motivation to cognition,
and test whether family members are aware of differences in risk prefer-
ences in their family. In Section 5 I turn to key demographic features: how
is the attitude towards exposing another family member to risk moderated
by enculturation vs. selection; how do parents thus differ from children?
Which is the influence of household and of individual income, employ-
ment, education, gender, and membership in a religious community? Sec-
tion 6 ties the findings back to the theme of the Plenary.
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2. Alignment

In its most straightforward reading, the opening quote from Laudato Si’
is a claim about preferences: the preferences of two members of the same
household are more aligned than the preferences of two persons randomly
drawn from the same population. I use data from my experiment with
Alexandra Fedorets and Olga Gorelkina to test this claim.

All the many safeguards in the design of the experiment are discussed in
a more technical paper (Engel, Fedorets et al. 2022). In the present context,
the following suffices. Participants choose one of 11 lotteries. Each lottery
has a high and a low outcome. Both outcomes are equally probable. The
first lottery is actually a safe choice, as both outcomes are the same. Par-
ticipants gain 10€ with certainty. All other lotteries expose participants to
true risk. But there is a catch. Risk-taking is profitable. The good outcome
increases twice as fast as the bad outcome deteriorates. Hence in the second
lottery, the good outcome is 12, while the bad outcome is 9. The gap be-
tween the good and bad outcome increases in steps of 2 for the good and in
steps of 1 for the bad outcome. In the final lottery, the good outcome is 30
while the bad outcome is 0. Hence the more a participant is averse to risk
the smaller the spread between the good and the bad outcome.

We had the good fortune to run our experiment on the complete inter-
vention sample of the German socio-economic panel SOEP. In 494 house-
holds, interviewers randomly selected 2 household members. Theoretically
this could have been one of the parents and one of the children. But effec-
tively we have only very few (48) parent-child pairs, but 177 parent-parent
pairs, and 269 child-child pairs. Due to concerns about prior consent, we
only tested children who were 18 years old or older (but still live in the
household of their parents). In this section, I report data from the first part
of the experiment. In this part, participants decide on their own. They do
not know what the second part of the experiment will be about.

The left panel of Figure 1 plots a participant’s own choice against the
choice of the other household member. If risk preferences were perfectly
aligned, all bubbles should be on the diagonal: if one household member
is not willing to accept any risk, the other household member should not
do so as well. The choice should be at 0,0. If one household member 1is
happy to tolerate a medium size of risk and is willing to lose at most half of
the sure gain, the choice should be at 5,5. And if one household member
is attracted by the possibility to gain as much as 30, both choices should
be at 10,10. As the figure shows, there are some choices on the diagonal.
But the majority of choices are not. Even the bubbles in the extreme 0,10
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and 10,0 corners are large. Risk preferences in households are clearly not
anything close to perfectly aligned.

Still the regression in Table 1 finds a highly significant association be-
tween the choice of the other household member and the participant’s
own choice. The coefficient is positive. The more risk the other house-
hold member is happy to accept, the more risk the regression predicts
this household member to accept. However, the coefticient is small. If the
other household member is accepting the risk of losing one more € in ex-
change for the possibility of gaining two more €, this household member
is 11% more likely to do so as well.

The right-hand panel explains what drives this overall effect. It looks
at the difference between a participant’s own choice and the independent
choice of the other household member. If this difference is zero, risk pref-
erences have been perfectly aligned. Both participants have made the same
choice. For 16% of all participants this is indeed the case. Apparently, the
midpoint and the extremes have been prominent numbers, which is why
we find peaks at difterences of +5 and -5 and +10 and -10. With this qual-
ification, the distribution of differences is shaped like a pyramid. House-
hold members are not just the same when it comes to risk preferences. But
living together with a very risk averse person makes it less likely to be very
risk seeking oneself, and vice versa. We thus find an alignment effect, but
the size of the effect is small.

ali ent alignment

5 10

5 0
ofher o - other's independent choice

Figure 1. Choices of Household Members When Deciding on Their Own. Left panel: bubble size
represents frequency
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other’s choice .123%**
constant 4.294***
N 988

Table 1. Choices of Household Members When Deciding on Their Own. OLS, *** p <.001

3. Respect
a) Free Respect

In the second part of the experiment, participants again chose one of
the 11 lotteries. But in this part of the experiment, their choice has an
effect for the other household member. In the interest of eliciting these
choices from every participant, we used what experimental economists
call the strategy method (Selten 1967). We thus asked each participant to
make all choices, and only after the experiment was finished we random-
ly determined which choice, from which household member, would be
implemented.

In the first condition of the second part of the experiment the active
participant is choosing on behalf of the other, passive household mem-
ber. Hence her choice has no material consequences for herself, and only
affects the outcome of the other household member. The left panel of
Figure 2 is the equivalent of the right panel of Figure 1. I thus report the
difference between the participant’s choice and the choice that the other
participant has made when deciding on her own. I call the condition “free
respect” as, in this condition, paying respect to what the other household
member wants is completely free of charge. Still only 16% of these rulers
do exactly what the family member wants for whom the decision matters.
Participants pay respect to the wishes of other family members, but only
to a rather limited degree.

The right-hand panel isolates the difterence between deciding on one’s
own and deciding on behalf of another family member. It is a graphical
representation of the “difference in differences”. The figure thus compares
by how much, and in which direction, the decision of the participant
deviates from the decision of her counterpart when both are alone, com-
pared with the decision when one participant decides on behalf of the
other. There is again a peek at zero. For 37% of our participants, it does
not make a difference whether they decide on behalf of themselves or on
behalf of the other family member. This null eftect does, however, not im-
ply that participants simply impose their own risk preference on the other
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household member. The more their risk preferences have been aligned in
the first place (the closer they have been to O in the left panel of Figure 1)
the less there 1s a need for adjustment if participants now decide on behalf
of the other household member. Yet about two thirds of the participants
make a difterence between deciding on their own and deciding on behalf
of the other household member. When deciding on behalf of the oth-
er family member they become more risk seeking than when deciding
on their own, or they become more risk averse. Actually, there is a clear
asymmetry. When their decision matters for the other household member,
participants are considerably more likely to reduce the exposure to risk,
rather than increasing it. This suggests that participants shy away from be-
ing responsible for a bad outcome more than they shy away from depriving
the other participant of an even higher gain.

The regression in Table 2 fully supports the visual impression. If par-
ticipants decide on behalf of another household member (free respect),
on average their choices are considerably more risk averse. But, through
the interaction effect, this dampening effect is reduced the more the other
household member has a taste for risk. The first eftect shows that partic-
ipants become more cautious when they are responsible for an outcome
that exclusively aftects another family member. However, the second eftect
shows that family members are not blindly protective. If they know that
the other family member is more risk tolerant, they are (at least partly)
sensitive to this.

free respect respect

40

Parcent
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5 ] (]
own - ciher's independant choice frea respect - alignment

Figure 2. Choices of Household Members When Deciding on Behalf of the Other Household Mem-
ber. Left panel: chosen lottery — lottery other household member had chosen when alone. Right
panel: (chosen lottery in this part of the experiment — lottery other household member had cho-
sen when alone) — (chosen lottery in part 1 of the experiment — lottery other household member
had chosen in part 1).
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free respect -1.703***

other’s choice 123%**

free respect * other’s choice | .190***

constant 4.294***
N 1976
N uid 988

Table 2. Choices of Household Members When Deciding on Behalf of the Other Household Mem-
ber. linear random effects, *** p <.001

b) Costly Respect

In the next condition, there is still one active and one passive household
member. But now the choice of the active household member aftects the
payoft of both household members. Hence if the risk materializes, both of
them receive a lower payoft. But both of them also receive a higher payoft
if the active participant has accepted a higher degree of risk and the risk
has not materialized. In this condition, the active participant is thus in the
position of a (risk) dictator.

The left panel of Figure 3 shows that only about 14% of dictators per-
fectly implement the risk preference of the other household member.
Comparing the left panel of Figure 3 with the left panel of Figure 2, we
also see that the asymmetry has disappeared. Descriptively, dictators are

costly respect respect
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Figure 3. Choices of Household Members When Deciding on Behalf of Themselves and the Other
Household Member. Left panel: chosen lottery — lottery other household member had chosen
when alone. Right panel: (chosen lottery in this part of the experiment — lottery other household
member had chosen when alone) — (chosen lottery in part 1 of the experiment — lottery other
household member had chosen in part 1).
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even slightly more likely to expose the other household member to a
bit more risk, compared to less risk. This does also become visible in the
right-hand panel of Figure 3. It again displays the difference in differences,
between the first and this part of the experiment.

The regression of Table 3 further nuances the picture. If the other par-
ticipant is highly averse to risk (chooses the lottery that gives her a sure
gain of 10, other’s choice is then coded as 0) the dictator reduces risk
exposure by 78 of 100 points. Yet the interaction effect shows that, for any
point the passive household member is more willing to take risk, the ac-
tive member increases joint risk exposure by about .2 points. All main and
interaction eftects are highly significant. This demonstrates that dictators
strike a balance between respect for the risk preferences of the other family
member and their own risk attitude.

free respect -1.703***
costly respect - 779%**
other’s choice 123%**
free respect * other’s choice .19O***
costly respect * other’s choice .15 8***
constant 4.294***
N 2964

N uid 988

Table 3. Choices of Household Members When Deciding on Behalf of the Other Household Mem-
ber. linear random effects, *** p <.001

¢) Joint Decision

In the following condition, both household members participate in
decision-making. But they have to make one decision that affects both of
them; technically, the average of both decisions is implemented. As Figure
4 shows, many more participants make the same choice as when deciding
on their own. About 35% of the bars are at zero. This is about twice as
frequent as in the other two conditions (see Figure 2 and Figure 3). In
particular the comparison with the costly respect condition is interesting.
In both conditions, the outcome affects both household members equally.
But in the present condition, the other household member may fend for
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herself. Participants are clearly sensitive to this. Yet if a participant is also
willing to consider the well-being of the other household member, she is
more likely to reduce, rather than increase the exposure to risk, compared
with the decision she has taken when alone (the bars left of O are higher
than right of 0). The differences in difterences (right panel) are very similar
to the left panel, except for the bar at O being much lower: participants
are more likely to choose their individually preferred risk level, rather than
the level preferred by the other family member. All visual impressions are
supported by statistical analysis (Table 4).

joint decision respect
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Figure 4. Choices of Household Members When Jointly Deciding. Left panel: chosen lottery — lot-
tery other household member had chosen when alone. Right panel: (chosen lottery in this part
of the experiment — lottery other household member had chosen when alone) — (chosen lottery
in part 1 of the experiment — lottery other household member had chosen in part 1).

free respect -1.703***
costly respect -.779**
joint decision -1.628***
other’s choice L123%**
free respect * other’s choice .190***
costly respect * other’s choice .158***
joint decision * other’s choice L163***
constant 4.294***
N 3952

N uid 988

Table 4. Choices of Household Members When Jointly Deciding. linear random effects, ** p <.o1,
*k%k
p<.001

The Family as a Relational Good: the Challenge of Love | 337



CHRISTOPH ENGEL

d) Veto

In the final condition, the decisions of both household members are
checked, but only the more conservative of the two choices is imple-
mented. This design effectively gives the more risk-averse participant a
veto. Interestingly, comparing Figure 5 with Figure 4 one sees that, in
this condition, less participants repeat the choice they have made when
on their own. Deviations in the direction of a higher exposure to risk
are considerably more frequent. This suggests that some of the more risk-
averse family members move in the direction of the preferences of their
counterpart. Arguably they realize that it is very likely that their choice
will be implemented, and they strike a balance with the more pronounced
taste for risk of the other family member. However, as the right panel of
Figure 5 shows, in the veto condition many participants do not repeat
the choice they have made when they alone were deciding on behalf of
the other family member (the bar at O 1s relatively low). There are about
as many deviations into the direction of higher and of lower exposure to
risk. This is in line with at least some of the more risk averse participants
moving into the direction of the preferences of their counterpart.

The regression in Table 5 establishes a significant negative main effect
of this condition. If the other family member is unwilling to accept any
risk, even in this condition more risk-seeking participants move into the
direction of her preferences. This pattern might result from them expect-
ing a movement of their counterpart into the opposite direction, and
playing it safe.

velo respect

20 25
15

15

Parcant
Percent
10

5 0 5
N - other's indepandant cholca

Figure 5. Choices of Household Members When Jointly Deciding. Left panel: chosen lottery — lot-
tery other household member had chosen when alone. Right panel: (chosen lottery in this part
of the experiment — lottery other household member had chosen when alone) — (chosen lottery
in part 1 of the experiment — lottery other household member had chosen in part 1).
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free respect -1.703***
costly respect - 779**
joint decision -1.628***
veto -.604**
other’s choice L123%**
free respect * other’s choice .190***
costly respect * other’s choice .158***
joint decision * other’s choice 163***
veto .095*
constant 4.294***
N 4940

N uid 988

Table 5. Choices of Household Members When the More Risk Averse Has a Veto. Linear random
effects, * p <.o05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001

4. Knowledge

Earlier sections have investigated the motivational effect of living in
a family, and of deciding on behalf of other family members. In the ex-
periment, we are free to neutralize the cognitive dimension, by explicitly
informing participants in the second part of the experiment about the
choice of their experimental counterpart in the first part of the experi-
ment. This is what we did for half of our participants. For the randomly
determined other half we withheld this information. Figure 6 is an al-
ternative way of representing the left panel of Figure 2. The figure thus
reports the distribution of the difference between the choice a participant
makes when deciding on behalf of the other participant, and the choice
when exclusively deciding for herself. Yet in this figure, the distributions
are separately reported when the counterpart’s decision in the first part
of the experiment is revealed (dotted) and when it is concealed (dashed).
Distributions are strikingly similar. In a regression, we also do not find any
significant differences.> Obviously, family members need no information
about the risk preferences of each other. They just know them, and exhibit
the same (heterogeneous) sensitivity towards the risk preference of another
family member.

2 The regression is available upon request.
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Figure 6. Explicit Information about the Other Family Member’s Choice. Dependent variable:

choice when deciding on behalf of the other family member — choice when deciding on one’s
own behalf.

5. Demographic Moderators
a) Selection vs. Enculturation

Conceptually, in child pairs the channel through which their risk pref-
erences can be aligned must be enculturation. In parent pairs, selective
mating 1s an alternative channel. Yet as Figure 7 shows, distributions look
very similar. Descriptively, children are a bit more likely to make no dif-
ference between deciding on their own and deciding on behalf of another
child. But this difference is far from significance.> With our data we cannot
say whether the lack of a significant difference is due to the fact that en-
culturation over time overshadows selection effects, or whether the com-
peting mental mechanisms converge to a comparable outcome.

®> The regression is available upon request.
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Figure 7. Child Pairs vs. Parent Pairs. dependent variable: choice when deciding on behalf of the
other family member — choice when deciding on one’s own behalf data from 48 parent-child

pairs omitted.

b) Income

Descriptively, personal income has a bigger effect than household in-
come (Figure 8). Those who fully rely on the income of the breadwinner,
hence have a personal income of 0, are least sensitive to differences in risk
preferences between themselves and the other family member with whom
they have been paired. Participants living in a household with a monthly
income above 5000€ are a bit more sensitive than those living in house-
holds with a lower income.

Yet despite the fact that effects are not big, the regressions of Table 6
show that they are discernible. The main eftect of household income in
model 1 implies that the higher the income the more risk the individual
takes when deciding on her own. Yet the interaction with being responsi-
ble for the risk exposure of another family member is more than six times
as large and clearly significant. Hence the higher the household income,
the more pronounced the reticence to inflict a bad outcome on a passive
family member. The interaction between household income and the other
family member’s risk preference is significantly negative: when the par-
ticipant decides on her own, she is less influenced by the risk preference
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Figure 8. Income. Dependent variable: choice when deciding on behalf of the other family mem-

ber — choice when deciding on one’s own behalf.

model 1 model 2
free respect -.370 -1.283***
other’s choice 413FFF .193***
free respect * other’s choice -.056 .159**
household income .00065***
free respect * household income -.0042**
other’s choice * household income -.000091***
free respect * other’s choice * household income |.000076**
own income .00073***
free respect * own income -.00042*
other’s choice * own income -.000069**
free respect * other’s choice * own income .000031
constant 2.252%** 3.560%**
N 1976 1976
N uid 988 988

Table 6. Choices of Household Members Moderated by Income. Linear random effects, * p <.os,

**p<.o1, *** p<.001

of the other family member the higher the income of the household.
Yet the three-way interaction is again significantly positive. It neutralizes
the dampening eftect of household income on the sensitivity towards the
wishes of the passive participant when deciding on her behalf.
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The three-way interaction is not significant in model 2, which inves-
tigates the moderating effect of the participant’s own income. All oth-
er eftects are however significant, have the same sign as with household
income, and approximately the same size. Statistically we do thus find a
moderating eftect of income, but the eftect is small.

¢) Employment

Descriptively, employment status has a more pronounced effect on sen-
sitivity towards the risk preferences of other family members. If the ac-
tive family member is unemployed, she is most likely to impose the same
choice on the other family member that she had made herself when alone.
This is different for those with a regular employment relation, and even
more so for those who work part-time.

The regression reported in Table 7 first shows that controlling for em-
ployment status does not substantially change the eftects reported in Table
2: when they decide on behalf of another family member, participants
reduce the risk exposure. They are influenced by the risk preferences of
the other participant. But this effect is almost twice as big if they decide
on this person’s behalf. Statistically, irregular employment has essentially
no eftect. By contrast those regularly employed take substantially more risk

employment

- 0
own - other's independent choice'

— o ===== jregular regular

Figure 9. Employment. dependent variable: choice when deciding on behalf of the other family
member — choice when deciding on one’s own behalf.
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when deciding for themselves. But they reduce the exposure substantially
when they decide on behalf of the other person. And they are less influ-
enced by the other person’s risk preferences, both when deciding on their
own and on behalf of this other family member (the three-way interaction

1s insignificant).

free respect -1.187**
other’s choice 221
free respect * other’s choice .151*
irregular employment 491
free respect * irregular employment -.618
other’s choice * irregular employment -.067
free respect * other’s choice * irregular employment .072
regular employment 1.866***
free respect * regular employment -1.009*
other’s choice * regular employment -.211%*
free respect * other’s choice * regular employment .062
constant 3.459%**
N 1976

N uid 988

Table 7. Choices of Household Members Moderated by Employment. Linear random effects, * p <

.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001
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d) Education

Education has visibly no discernible eftect (Figure 10). Statistical analy-
sis also finds no eftect that is significant at conventional levels.*

education

0
own - other's independent choice'

elementary ====- middle high

Figure 10. Education. Dependent variable: choice when deciding on behalf of the other family
member — choice when deciding on one’s own behalf.

e) Gender

Descriptively, there is a clear gender eftect (Figure 11). Male partici-
pants are considerably more likely to impose their own risk assessment on
the other family member (many more differences are at or near 0). Female
participants are also more likely to become more cautious when deciding
on behalf of the other family member, rather than more risk-seeking.

In the regression of Table 8, the interaction between free respect and
the other family member’s choice when alone is only weakly significant,
and much smaller than in Table 2. This shows that, indeed, male partic-
ipants are less sensitive to a gap between their own risk attitude and the
risk attitude of the family member on whose behalf they decide: as the
regression controls for active participants being female, this interaction
effect captures the sensitivity of male participants. By contrast, the three-

* The regression is available upon request.
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way interaction is large and significant. While male participants exhibit
little deference to the risk preference of other family members, female
participants are sensitive.

gender

0
own - other's independent choice'

female ===== male

Figure 11. Gender. Dependent variable: choice when deciding on behalf of the other family mem-
ber — choice when deciding on one’s own behalf.

free respect -1.509***
other’s choice .128**
free respect * other’s choice .093*
female -.803*
free respect * female -.329
other’s choice * female .013

free respect * other’s choice * female 167*
constant 4.636***
N 1976

N uid 988

Table 8. Choices of Household Members Moderated by Gender. Linear random effects, + p < .1,
*p<.o5, ** p<.01, *** p<.001
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f) Religion

In the general survey that we are allowed to match with our data, par-
ticipants were asked whether they are a member of a religious community.
Descriptively, reporting to be religious in this sense has little eftect (Figure
12). Yet the regression of Table 9 finds a significant three-way interaction:
religious participants are substantially more sensitive to the risk preferences
of another family member on whose behalf they decide.

religion

own - other's independent choice'

— (] - S

Figure 12. Religion. Dependent variable: choice when deciding on behalf of the other family
member — choice when deciding on one’s own behalf.

free respect -1.331%**
other’s choice .119**
free respect * other’s choice .087
religion -.076
free respect * religion -.597
other’s choice * religion .005

free respect * other’s choice * religion .165%*
constant 4.343

N 1976

N uid 988

Table 9. Choices of Household Members Moderated by Religion. Linear random effects, + p < .1,
*p<.o5, ** p<.01, *** p<.001
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6. Tentative Lessons

Experiments are not descriptions. They are tools for isolating causes.
In a strict sense, the present experiment does not generate evidence about
the cause that is the topic of this plenary. The experiment is not randomly
assigning some participants to a family, while it withholds family life from
others. This would require a cohort of Kaspar Hausers. No review board
would approve such a cruel research design. One could of course exploit
the vagaries of life and compare individuals who had the good fortune to
grow up in a well-functioning family with others who had to live in a foster
home or an institution. But such evidence would at best be suggestive, as
these two groups of individuals are bound to differ in many more respects.

The evidence reported in section 2 of this paper tries to parry the
methodological challenge in an indirect way. The households that we had
a chance to study come from all parts of Germany, and from all walks of
life. We find that the risk preferences of two independently tested family
members are correlated. The correlation is far from perfect. But the dis-
tributions of choices are also far from uniform. The statement, of course,
does not hold for all households. But the risk preferences of household
members are likely not to be strongly dissimilar. We find a small degree of
alignment. To this extent, the experimental evidence supports the empir-
ical claim that (risk) preferences are shaped by families.

In the opening quote, claims about process and claims about outcome go
hand-in-hand. In the experiment, one process channel is isolated. Actually,
in this dimension the experiment benefits from random assignment (of the
one situation that is payoft relevant) and therefore generates strictly causal
evidence. This process channel is respect. The experiment again shows that
it is not perfect. Even if one family member decides on behalf of the other,
with no material consequences for the decision-maker, choices frequent-
ly deviate from the preferences of the addressee. But choices participants
make in this role are about twice as intensely influenced by the risk prefer-
ences of the addressee, compared with the choice the decision-maker has
made when deciding on her own. Living together in a family makes one
sensitive towards the interests of other family members. This also holds if
paying respect is costly, in that the well-being of the decision-maker is also
at stake. Respect is also visible if two family members have to agree on the
level of risk exposure, and even if the choice of the more risk-averse family
member is implemented by design.

Family life is not only formative, it is also informative. In this respect,
the finding does benefit from random assignment to treatment. It makes
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virtually no difference whether the active participant receives explicit in-
formation about the degree of risk the passive participant has accepted
when deciding on her own, or not. This is remarkable since measuring
risk preferences is not a task family members routinely undertake. Their
sense of acceptable risk exposure must result from intuitively aggregating
over multiple observations in the past. As the data shows, these intuitive
estimates are very precise.

Families are defined by an asymmetry. The parents have chosen each
other, and voluntarily agreed to be married. By contrast, children are born
into their families. Against this backdrop, it remains remarkable how com-
parable the choices of parent-parent and child-child pairs turn out to be.
Apparently, it makes no visible difference for both alignment and respect
whether the bond is freely chosen, or results from upbringing.

Demographic variables can only be observed. They are not exoge-
nously assigned. One may therefore not be sure that a significant eftect
is causal. Still, it i1s interesting that both household income and personal
income make more risk-seeking when alone, but the effect is significant-
ly reduced when deciding on behalf of another family member. Moreo-
ver, the higher the household income, the less pronounced the effect of
the other household member’s risk attitude when deciding alone, but the
more pronounced the effect when deciding on behalf the other family
member. The bottom line is: members of wealthy families are happy to ac-
cept more risk when deciding in isolation, but they become more cautious
when deciding on behalf of another family member. Wealthy households
are more likely to care about each other. The same pattern is found if the
decision-maker earns a regular outcome, compared with participants who
have no personal income, or who only work part-time. Female partici-
pants are more responsive towards the risk preferences of the other house-
hold member. The same holds for participants who report belonging to a
religious community.

Are we our families? Evidence from this experiment is nuanced. When
it comes to accepting risk, family members are not all the same. Living
together for decades does not regularly lead to the alignment of risk pref-
erences. But if risk preferences vary within a family, family members know
that, and have a fairly good sense how much risk other members of the
family are willing to tolerate. And to a remarkable degree, they are willing
to act upon this knowledge. They pay respect to each other. Family mem-
bers tend to be united, but not uniform.
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EDUCATION FOR LOVE
IN THE FAMILY AND BEYOND

Rocco BUTTIGLIONE

Instituto de Filosofia Edith Stein
Granada, Spain

1. Kant and the Moral Subject

In his Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals Immanuel Kant gives us a
formula of the Categorical Imperative that stands at the basis of all forms of
humanism, both religious and non-religious:' “Act only according to that
maxim whereby you can, at the same time, will that it should become a
universal law”. A moral subject should take care, in formulating the maxim
of his action, of the equal rights of all other moral subjects and include, in
the definition of his own good, also the good of all other moral subjects.
It seems to me that this proposition is an equivalent of the following:
“Whenever you say I, do not forget that you are, at the same time, a we”.

2. The Moral Subject is the Result of a Historical Process

This Imperative seems to be a necessary component part of the tran-
scendental definition of the moral subject. If I do not incorporate in my
self-consciousness this imperative, I am not a moral subject. But are empir-
ical human beings moral subjects? And why should I desire to be a moral
subject? And is the moral subject something that is given or the result of
a spiritual and social process, of a becoming, of the interaction between
internal impulses and social structures? The School of Frankfurt has point-
ed out that much of what we are used to considering as pertaining to the
metaphysical structure of the human being is, as a matter of fact, the result
of a historical process. This is not necessarily a negation of the existence
of metaphysical structures of the human person; it only brings to evidence
the fact that the metaphysical structure manifests itself, or is hindered in
its manifestation, in the human action. It leads us back to the Aristotelian
metaphysics of potency and act. We are all potential moral subjects but this
potentiality is actualized through the historical process of education.

' Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals, translated by James W.
Ellington, Hackett 1993, p. 30 (Akademie Ausgabe 4, 431, 1785).
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The Constitution of the Moral Subject in Consciousness: 1. Falling in love

What is the experience through which we pass from the perception of
the I to the conscience of the we? Plato has given us a wonderful answer
to this question: it is the experience of falling in love and of being in love.
When we fall in love our emotional centre is displaced and collocated out
of ourselves, in the person of our beloved or, rather, in an intermediate
space between us, and we both (when the love is reciprocated) receive
through this relation a new identity and begin to see the world from the
point of view of the unity of ourselves, from the point of view of the
we. This is really a divine folly or the introduction into a difterent world.
Socrates will here make a decisive step forward: falling in love is dependent
upon the beauty of the body but it brings with itself the discovery of the
interiority of the other person, the discovery of the beauty of the soul.
Socrates severs at the same time the admiration of beauty from the desire
to possess, and the beauty of the soul from the beauty of the body. In each
human being the miracle of the beauty of the soul is present, and in each
human being it deserves to be unconditionally loved. The experience of
being a we thus encompasses the whole of Mankind.?

The Socratic eros is a kind of phenomenology through which the tran-
scendental Ego is constituted.

The Constitution of the Human Subject in Consciousness: 2. To be born

Is the experience of falling in love really the first instance in which we
make the experience of being a we? Melanie Klein® suggests a more radical
and differentiated explanation of the constitution of the transcendental
ego. We do not become a we. We are a we since the beginning. We are con-
ceived and carried for nine months in the body of our mother and the
consciousness of being an I is the result, first of all, of a process of identifi-
cation and distinction from the undifferentiated mother/child complex. In
one sense we are a relation before being a substance, meaning as substance
an ens in se subsistens.* The origin of the transformation of the substance
of the woman into the mother/child complex is, in its turn, the result of
the relation of the woman to another human being, the male who is the

father of the child.

2 Plato, Symposion 210 a and ft.; Phaidros, 244 a and ff.

> Melanie Klein, On Identification, in The Writings of Melanie Klein v. III Envy and
gratitude and other works 1946/1963, New York, The Free Press 1975.

* A being subsisting in itself.
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The Cycle of Family Life

We have then a circular process: the discovery, through the sexual im-
pulse, of the need of being in relation with another leads to the conception
and to the birth of a third human being. The emotional centre displaced
by both lovers out of themselves in a place situated between them is now
concretized in the person(s) of their child(ren). Growing up, the child will
differentiate himself from the indistinct mother/child complex, first estab-
lishing a relation with his father, then constituting himself for himself in
the oedipal conflict and later in teenage rebellion. In the end he will fall in
love with a woman different from his mother and reinitiate the cycle of life.

The Role of the Father

In this process the father has the role of severing the knot osmotically
connecting the mother to the child. The child is thus introduced a second
time into the world, and extracted from the undifferentiated unity with
his mother.® He learns that his mother does not belong to him but to his
father and that the world of reality has rules he has to observe. Here we
encounter the phenomenon of repression. Repression has been consid-
ered in the last fifty years as the source of all evil. It is, however, apparent
that without the repression (and consequent sublimation) of the instinctual
drive binding a child to his mother, the child could never evolve into a
distinct free and responsible human being. Here we see for the first time
the unavoidable and positive function of the norm. A simple expression of
desire is not an adequate reason for its satisfaction. First of all, the desire has
to be oriented towards its proper object (that is, not one’s mother but an-
other woman) and then its satisfaction has to be produced through work.
The process is further enriched through the presence of siblings. The ego
learns to be a member of a community, to feel the joy and the sorrow of
others as his/her own joys and sorrows, and to define his/her own good
encompassing in it the good of others.

The Transition from the Nuclear Family to Mankind at Large

Claude Levi Strauss has taught us how important the prohibition of
incest is for the further development of human societies. The interdiction
of sexual intercourse within the family compels grownup children to look
for a mate in another family. The children who are born of that union will

> Sigmund Freud, The id and the ego, Eastwood, Martino Fine Books 2011 (1923).
¢ Claude Levi Strauss, The elementary structures of kinship, Boston, Beacon Press 1971.
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belong, albeit in a differentiated form, both to the family of their father
and to the family of their mother. This is a fundamental transition towards
the idea of tribe. Tribes are based on consanguinity; there is, however, the
possibility of being admitted into a tribe through a different relationship:
hospitality or adoption. Later, the growth of commerce, the interchange of
goods among different groups, the establishment of broader working and
political communities would lead to the idea of a universal human broth-
erhood as is contained, for instance, in the Abrahamic religions and in
Stoic philosophy, and the moral subject that stands at the basis of Kantian
ethics would be considered as something naturally given.

The Moral Subject is Constituted in the Family

I do not want to deny this pretension. I only want to draw attention on
the fact that the natural potentiality to become a moral subject develops
and fully matures only through a historical process that has consolidated
itself in an institution that channels sex drive and creates the riverbed that
contains the educational process whose end result is the moral subject.
This institution is the family.’

Importance of Sex Drive

It is important now to stress the importance of sex drive in the constitu-
tion of the moral personality. It breaks down the presumed self-sufficiency
of the subject: the need for the other is inscribed through sex drive in the
very instinctual structure of the human being, first in relation to one’s
mother and then in relation to one’s spouse.®

The human sex drive presents itself in a cultural form

The human sex drive, however, presents itself in a cultural form: its
proper satisfaction is linked with the development of the moral subject and
with the constitution of human society. Gaston Fessard has complement-
ed the Hegelian phenomenology that describes the interhuman relation
beginning with the relation between master and slave with a different
phenomenology, describing it also as a relation between man and wom-
an.” The two modalities of the genesis of the moral subject are, of course,
intertwined. The relation between man and woman can also be a relation

7 Rocco Buttiglione, L'uomo e la famiglia, Roma, Dino Editore 1991.
8 See the hymn to Venus at the beginning of Lucretius’ poem De Rerum Natura.
? Gaston Fessard, De Uactualité historique, Paris, Desclée de Brouwer 1960.
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between master and slave: In this case, it loses its distinctive character and is
degraded. This distinct character is freedom. In the experience of falling in
love I desire the body of the other but I can only have it through a free gift
of the other. I cannot really possess the other if I do not allow her (him)
the freedom of saying no. This implies even the readiness to renounce the
possession if this is demanded by the true good of the other or of myself."

Possessing the Body of the Other, Respecting at the Same Time Her/His Dig-
nity as a Person'!

The process I have described demands to be performed according to
a rule. It is not just a result of the work of instinct. Instinct needs to be
elaborated culturally. This cultural elaboration implies a complex set of
sublimations and this is the reason why, in all cultures, we find a system of
rules, a distinct set of prohibitions and encouragements through which we
reproduce human beings not only as biological specimens of the human
species but also, at the same time, as moral subjects who interiorize the
relation with the other as a constitutive element of their identity. All other
human relations that we develop in the course of our lives are an enlarge-
ment and a modification of the first and fundamental attitudes we learn
within the family.

The Traditional Set of Norms Regulating Human Sexuality

Traditional sexual ethics is centred upon the need to clearly identify
the parents who carry the responsibility of rearing a child. This explains
the prohibition of intercourse out of wedlock as well as adultery. The first
instance contains the possibility that a child be born without a father, the
second can result in a false attribution of paternity. In pagan societies this
rule was less strict. Infanticide offered a solution for children born out of
wedlock, and widespread slavery was — within their worldview — an easy
escape for a sexuality not completely elevated to the level of an interper-
sonal relation. Pagans, also, however, knew the institution of marriage,
that was clearly differentiated from other sexual relations in which human
dignity was not fully recognized to both partners in the relationship. In
the fundamental structure of marriage, intercourse implied accepting the
eventuality of becoming parents together and assuming the responsibility

10 A literary expression of this state affairs can be found in Edmond Rostand, Cyrano
de Bergerac, Signet 2012 (1897).
" Karol Wojtyta, Love and responsibility, Boston, Pauline Books & Media 2013 (1960).

The Family as a Relational Good: the Challenge of Love | 357



ROCCO BUTTIGLIONE

of nurturing and educating a child. This, in turn, required a long-lasting
relation. All this is included in the traditional conception of marriage and
family. The romantic idea of love is also linked to this meaningful complex
of circumstances. Today this traditional ethic is often criticized as contrary
to the enjoyment of sexuality. It makes sense, however, if you consider
it from the point of view of a society that wants every child to have two
parents to take care of it and does not have reliable means to sever the en-
joyment of sex from the conception of children.

The divorce between the enjoyment of sex and the conception of children, and
the sexual revolution

The discovery of the contraceptive pill shook this system of beliefs like
an earthquake. Now it is possible to have sex without having children. The
motivation of the social bias against sex out of marriage seems to have dis-
appeared. Philandering too does not seem to be as dangerous for a marriage
as it used to be. Why should we not experiment with open marriages in
which exclusivity is limited to sexual intercourse productive of children?
Horkheimer noticed that this causes a certain devaluation of the symbolic
significance of the single sexual act.”? The meaningful totality of the sexual
life can be segmented. The emotional experience of falling in love can be
severed from the assumption of responsibility for the life of the beloved per-
son and for the procreation of a common child. One can fall in love many
times without ever coming to a full engagement of the person through an
act of will. This can take place later in life or it is also possible that it will
not take place at all. It is also possible to sever instinctual satisfaction from
the emotional experience of falling in love. Within the marital bond too
the balance between the emotional involvement and the commitment of
the person shifts in favor of emotional involvement. The meaning of the
world “love” runs the risk of being reduced to “emotional involvement”.
When the emotional involvement slackens or disappears, conjugal love and
marriage are deemed to be over. If marriage is no longer conceived as an
institution aimed at the procreation and education of children, the differ-
ence between homosexual and heterosexual relations 1s also obliterated.

All the pillars of the traditional conception of marriage and family are
questioned in the course of the so-called sexual revolution. The safest
course of action for moral philosophers and theologians seemed to be a

12 Max Horkheimer, Die Sehnsucht nach dem ganz Anderen, Hamburg, Furche Verlag
1970 p. 74.
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prudent retreat. The myth of the sexual revolution is that sex is intrinsically
good and does not stand in need of rational control or moral judgement.
This found its expression in the slogan “make love, not war”. A drastically
simplified psychoanalysis suggested that aggressive drives are a result of a
repressed sexuality.

Have we gone too far?

After a while it became apparent that we had gone too far. On the wave
of the sexual revolution in some states proposals were made for children’s
right to sex and the legalization of pedophilia.’ We had to learn painfully
that, under certain circumstances, sex can be extremely bad and damaging
for the person. Sex and violence, sex and prevarication can be easily joined
together." An uneducated sexual drive can easily see the other not as a per-
son but as an object used to satisfy one’s impulses. The gratification of the
impulse seems to be due and is not made dependent on an act of freedom
and of love of the other person.

The search for a new sexual moral

So the search for a new sexual moral began. Its first formulation was
found in the affirmation that all that takes place between consenting adults
is morally permitted. The defense of the dignity of the person as a moral
subject seems to be reduced to free consent. It is not much, but better
than nothing. The word “adults” excludes pedophilia. The idea of free
consent excludes direct violence, but successive interpretations expand its
boundaries.” Free consent also excludes other more subtle forms of coer-
cion, like all kinds of blackmailing or corruption, through the promise of
undue advantages or the threat of suffering an undue disadvantage... The
“Me too” movement gives evidence of a new sensibility for the fact that
sex should be incorporated in a relationship in which the dignity of the
other is recognized.' The campaign in favor of homosexual marriage is
also the expression of a growing, although confused, demand for a re-insti-

> Alexander Wendt & Jan-Philipp Hein, Das bose Kapitel der Griinen, in Focus
33 (2013); Suheyla Fonseca, Um olhar critico sobre o ativismo pedéfilo, in Revista da
Faculdade de direito dos campos, 10 (June 2007).

4 Bob Plant, Playing games/playing us: Foucault on Sadomasochism, in Philosophy
and Social Criticism, July 1 (2007).

15 Timothy Hsiao, Consenting adults, sex and natural law theory, in Philosophia 44
(2016).

16 Laurie Collier Hillstrom, The #Metoo Movement, Santa Barbara ABC-CLIO 2019.
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tutionalization of sexual relations. Up to a few decades ago nobody would
have requested a right to gay marriage, not so much because the Christian
churches were opposed to it, but because homosexuality was considered
as an integral part and the spearhead of a movement towards the complete
deinstitutionalization of sex.

We stand today at a crossroad. The discovery of artificial contraception
seems to have made traditional sexual ethic obsolete. The immediate result
seems to be a deinstitutionalization of sex and permissive sexual ethics. We
see, however, a new demand for a re-institutionalization of sexual ethics,
but how and in what terms?

Paul VI and the answer of the Catholic Church to the Sexual Revolution

Before we endeavor to give an answer to this question, let us glance
at the way in which the Catholic Church has confronted this crisis that is
perhaps a fundamental root of the difficulties the Church is experiencing
in our times.

In his encyclical Humanae Vitae St. Paul VI refused artificial contracep-
tion. The fundamental purpose of sex is the perpetuation of the human
race. The Church does not condemn the satisfaction and the joy that sex
gives to the conjugal couple; nevertheless, this cannot be thoroughly sev-
ered from procreation without entering into a direct opposition to natural
law. The Pope saw that in a modern society almost all babies reach adult-
hood and an unlimited growth of the family can exceed both the capacity
of the parents to provide for all their children, and the capacity of the
earth to support an excessively enlarged world population. In premodern
societies a large number of children died in their infancy and population
growth was further contained because the life expectancy of grownups
was also limited, and periodical pestilences reduced population growth. In
the 1960s we became obsessively conscious of the possibility of population
growth exceeding the non-renewable resources of the earth.” The answer
of the Pope was threefold:

1. We are still far from reaching the absolute limit of the capacity of the
earth to support human life, and human technology and human science
continuously discover new resources for human life

7 Donella H. Meadows, Dennis L. Meadows, Jorgen Randers, William W. Behrens
111, The limits to growth, New York, Universe Books, 1972. The thesis, of course, is not
new. See Thomas Robert Malthus, Essay on the principle of population, 2 vv, London,
John Murray C. Roworth 1826.
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2. The largest part of the earth’s resources is not consumed by the poor,
but wasted in the sumptuous lifestyle of the wealthy

3. Natural Fertility Control Methods allow us to regulate the number of
children without the need for artificial intervention in procreation.

The prophetic value of Humanae Vitae

At a distance of half a century we can now try a reappraisal of Hu-
manae Vitae. Population growth has been arrested, largely through the
adoption of artificial contraception and abortion. Within a few decades
we expect to stabilize world population and then we are likely to see its
sharp decrease.'® We are now confronted, however, with an opposite men-
ace. In some parts of the world the decline has already begun, and many
important nations are likely to disappear from world history in the near
tuture if current trends continue. Contrary to the beliefs of the extreme
supporters of anti-natalist policies, a declining population is far from be-
ing a blessing. When the number of young people and active workers
will be very low and the number of old people and retirees very high,
active workers will not be able to pay enough taxes and contributions
to guarantee comfortable pensions and adequate health care for the old
people. This is the main cause of the impending fiscal breakdown of the
finances of many countries. It is a law of nature that parents in their old
age will be supported by their children (directly or through a Pensions
and Healthcare System). If there are no children, the old generation will
starve. There is also another element of human wisdom contained in the
notion of natural law adopted by St. Paul VI. Sex is such a complex hu-
man drive that it unfolds its true meaning only through time. There is an
inner pedagogy contained in the natural unfolding of the sex drive. When
one is 20 the most important part of sex seems to be intercourse. At 40
one becomes aware that the most important part of sex are children, and
at 70 one discovers that the most important part of sex are grandchildren.
If, however, this inner pedagogy of sex 1is interrupted through an artificial
separation of sex from fertility many people will grow old without having
had neither children nor grandchildren and without having known the
best part of sex and of life.

'8 United Nations/Department of Economic and Social Affairs. Population Divi-
sion, World Population Prospects 2019.
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Humanae Vitae was a pastoral disaster

Humanae Vitae, however, was a pastoral disaster. To a large extent the
disaster was a consequence of the fact that Catholic theologians split into
two opposite fronts, instead of initiating a reflection on the way in which
the truth of Humanae Vitae could be communicated in the new culture that
was arising in the seventies. The defenders of Humanae Vitae defended at
the same time an approach to sexuality and marriage that had clearly be-
come obsolete. The opponents seemed to have nothing else to offer than
to surrender to the sexual revolution of our time.

There were two questions that needed answering. The first was: why
should we comply with the old rules when their purpose (the regulation
of human fertility) can be accomplished in another way? Why should we
not give free rein to a purely recreational use of sexuality?

The second question was: Is it really possible to sleep side by side with
a beloved person and abstain from sexual intercourse?

Although the population bomb threat was grossly exaggerated, it is
however true that in our age most children reach maturity and in order
to find a reasonably productive and well-paid job they need long years of
training at the expenses of their families. The parental couple must also
provide children with the attention and care needed to accompany their
emotional growth and human flourishing. We must consider the additional
fact that women are increasingly called to take on full-time jobs in order to
be able to support their family, and the time and energy available for care
and education within the family become more and more limited.

The contribution of St. John Paul Il

St. John Paul II answered the first question in his theological anthro-
pology.” Sex is the pedagogy through which men are led to discover their
relational essence. To be truly human one has to be in the other and for
the other. All this becomes real in the human experience of the family. The
family is the “analogatum princeps”, the fundamental touchstone of all
human relations, in the sense that in the family we learn to be in relation.?
Here we learn to be a person, that is a free being who finds its perfection
in the loving relation to others. In a more theological language: com-

19 John Paul 11, Man and Woman he created them. A theology of the body, Pauline Books
and Media 2006.

% Pierpaolo Donati, The Family as a Source of Relational Goods (and Evils) for
Itself and for the Community, in Italian Journal of Sociology of Education 8 (3).
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munion is the inner law of God’s life where three persons exist each one
in the other and through the other. In the family men are attracted into
the rhythm of this communion life. In a more philosophical language, in
the family we are constituted as moral subjects in the Kantian sense of the
word: here we learn to be free and to join freedom and responsibility. The
rules of natural law are here reread from the point of view of the constitu-
tion of man as a free and responsible being. Premarital chastity and marital
fidelity, for instance, are recommended not just in order to preserve the
precise determination of fatherhood and of the holder of the responsibility
for the new child, but also because of the intrinsic value and meaning of
the sexual act. Bodily acts have a value and a meaning and the conjunc-
tion of the male and of the female has the meaning of the constitution of
a new reality. This new reality is not only the child who may or may not
be conceived, but the new modality of being of the spouses: one in the
other and one for the other, two becoming one. If this act is devaluated, if
sex 1s made too easy and banalized, it may lose the capacity to merge two
destinies and create an environment not just for the biological survival of
the child but for the proper constitution of her/his human subjectivity.
Traditional family bonds enter into a crisis because of emerging individ-
ualism and are criticized in the name of the freedom and autonomy of
the individual. The paradox is that the free individual, in order to emerge,
needs the environment provided by family bonds. When this environment
disappears a new kind of narcissist and non-relational subject appears. A
subject for whom it becomes difficult to think of her/himself as a “we”.
So St. John Paul II's catechesis on human love leads us to recognize the
function of the family in the process of the constitution of the moral sub-
ject and of the human community.

We need a set of rules of sexual behavior not only in order to attribute
the paternity of the child, not only to assure the ordered succession of
generations and a proper care for the elders, but also in order to constitute
and educate the moral subjectivity of the human person, her/his relational
potential.

A sober evaluation of the present situation

St. Paul VI and St. John Paul II wanted to preserve a family model and
a certain culture of the family. How can we now assess the results of their
struggle?

We must be very cautious in analyzing the present situation. My anal-
ysis will now consider mainly the West, that is the part of the world I am
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more familiar with. We used to consider ourselves as the avant-garde of
mankind and presumed that other continents and cultures were bound to
tollow the cultural patterns established by us. I am no more so sure that
this is still the case.

The dominant trends in Western Societies

In any case we will now direct our attention towards the Western Soci-
eties. At a first sight the cultural battle seems to have been lost. Two seem
to be the main causes of this defeat.

1. The dominant trends in the cultural industry, in the mass media and in
showbusiness have been overwhelmingly against the traditional family
model. The image of the family given by the cultural industry does not
necessarily mirror the reality of the family, but shapes the image of the
family in the new generations. Young men and women imagine this
to be the reality and feel pressured into conforming to that (supposed)
reality.

2. When one is young the attraction of unrestricted sex without the pre-
occupation of an unwanted pregnancy is enormous, especially for a
generation entering into a new social configuration in which much of
the consolidated wisdom of the ancients seems to have become obso-
lete. Women assume new roles in the most diverse social areas, why not
also in the area of procreation? Moral standards had been more flexible
for males than for females, due to their being less directly engaged with
procreation; the demand for equality now leads to the social construc-
tion of a model of femininity in which motherhood becomes less cen-
tral when it is not altogether excluded.

‘We must consider, moreover, the simple fact that most couples cannot rea-

sonably afford more than a limited number of children and Natural Family

Planning can, under the circumstances, become unreliable or otherwise

fairly unpractical. It is not easy to sleep side by side with a beloved person

and remain thoroughly inactive.

Necessity of a retrenchment

In cultural wars a defeat does not necessarily mean that you are wrong.
[t may also mean that you were faced with overwhelming odds and were
not able to convincingly present your position. The result is that a new
“common sense” emerges, a “common sense” in which some values do
not receive adequate consent. Under such circumstances a retrenchment
is needed. The Church must redefine her communicative strategy. How?
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Problems of a retrenchment:

1. The doctrine of intrinsically evil acts

St. John Paul II defended the thesis that there are some acts that are
intrinsically evil, that is, evil because of their very nature. Such acts cannot
become good under any circumstances. This doctrine is firmly established
not only through the authority of St. John Paul II*' (and of St. Paul VI) but
also through a series of pronouncement of their predecessors and succes-
sors.?? Contraception, abortion, premarital sex and adultery (including the
remarriage of divorcees) all fall within this category of the intrinsice malum.
[t 1s impossible to imagine a “retrenchment” that abandons this doctrine.

The Catholic Church affirms that there is a human nature, and a cor-
responding natural law, that does not change in time. If the natural law
does not change, how can the pastoral strategy of the Church change? The
Church is bound to proclaim the truth on man and, therefore, also on
human sexuality and on marriage.

2. St. Thomas and natural law

But is it really true that human nature never changes?

Let us ask this question to St. Thomas Aquinas. He kindly provides us
with an answer in the Question 94 of the Prima Secundae of the Summa
Theologiae 14.% In article 4 of this Quaestio he tells us that the first princi-
ples of natural law cannot change; secondary precepts, that is, the practical
conclusions that we draw from the first principles, can sometimes change
according to the circumstances. Shall we say then that the circumstances
following the discovery of the artificial contraceptives have changed the
natural law?

3. The Ethics of Circumstances

This was the thesis of the so-called “Ethics of Circumstances”. They
considered the first principles as being merely formal and all consequenc-
es drawn from those principles as dependent on empirical and histori-
cal circumstances that can change in time.** This doctrine was however
clearly rejected in the encyclical Veritatis Splendor. Although there is no

21 St. John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor (1993) 96 ff.

2 Pope Francis, Fratelli tutti, 211 ff.

# St. Thomas Aquinas, S.th. I-11, g. 94.

# Joseph E Fletcher, Situation Ethics: the new Morality, Philadelphia, Westminster
Press 1966.
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doubt that circumstances may enter in the moral qualification of certain
human actions, it seems nevertheless that some other human actions pos-
sess such an intrinsic structure that they cannot, under any circumstances,
become good. They are immediate consequences of the First Principles.
The fundamental norms regulating human sexuality seem to pertain to
this sphere of the intrinsic malum or of the malum per se. The escape
route of the “Ethics of Circumstances” does not seem to be practicable.
There are important systematic reasons that militate against the “Ethics of
Circumstances”. The first circumstance that is inherent to all moral acts is
the conscience of the subject of the action. If everything is dependent on
circumstances, the conscience of the evaluating subject then becomes the
author of the moral norm of the action. The subject can always pretend
to have acted with a good intention, and conscience, instead of being the
place where the subject dialogues with God, becomes the place where
the subject dialogues with himself. It is easy to see that we are on slippery
ground here and may easily fall into a complete moral relativism, once we
have abandoned the firm ground of the objectivity of the moral norm.

Proposal of a solution to the difficulty

1. The social conditioning of human conscience

But... 1s article 4 of Question 94 of the Prima Secundae all that St. Thom-
as has to say on our issue? After article 4 comes article 5, and especially art.
6. Let us listen to what St. Thomas has to say in article 6: “...to the natural
law belong, first of all, some more general precepts, that are known to all;
secondly certain secondary and more detailed precepts that are, as it were,
conclusions deriving closely from the First Principles. As to the general
principles the natural law, in the abstract, can nowise be blotted out from
human hearts. But it is blotted out in the case of a particular action, in so
far as reason is hindered from applying the general principle to a particular
point of practice, on account of concupiscence or some other passion...
But, as to the others, that is the secondary precepts, the natural law can
be blotted out of the human heart either by evil persuasions, just as in
speculative matters errors occur in respect of necessary conclusions; or by
vicious customs and corrupt habits, as among some men theft, and even
unnatural vices, are not deemed sinful”.?

» St. Thomas Aquinas, S.th. I-1I, q. 94 a. 6.
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Here St. Thomas repeats and clarifies something he already explained in
art. 4. The First Principles are contained in the intellect of all men. The ca-
pacity to draw the consequences of the first principles is however unequal:
not all men possess it in the same degree. Here St. Thomas is not thinking
just of the fact that some men are more intelligent than others, or that
some men have specialized training others do not have. The examples he
produces are illuminating: in the case of theft, we know from a. 4 that he
means the Germans (not one individual or a few individuals, but a whole
Nation) who did not consider theft as a crime; as regards unnatural vices,
we understand through the quotation of St. Paul that he means again not
a single individual but a whole culture. The individuals living within those
cultures apprehend the wrong convictions from the legitimate authorities
of their family and of their people and cannot be held individually re-
sponsible for those errors. Their conscience is socially determined through
their education and through their social environment.

Through the analysis of this text, we have learned an important distinc-
tion: truth is, in itself, immutable but our knowledge of truth can change,
is subject to error and the cause of error can be social conditioning. Hu-
man conscience is socially conditioned.

2. The structures of sin

This idea of St. Thomas is further developed in the teaching of St. John
Paul I1. He introduces the concept of “social sin”* or “structures of sin”.”
The sin 1s, of course, an act of the person. Social structures cannot commit
sins. Social structures can, however, make more difficult for the conscience
of the individual to see some values and some disvalues and to act accord-
ingly. The social structures of the German society described by Tacitus
made it virtually impossible to perceive the moral disvalue of theft. The
social structures of the ancient world made it very difficult to see slavery
as a grievous offense against the rights of the person. The social structures
of our society hinder the correct perception of the injustice committed
against the poor of the earth and also of the right order of sexuality. So-
cial structures present themselves as something not man-made but natural:
they constitute a second nature that most people are unable to distinguish
from the nature created by God.

20 St. John Paul 11, Reconciliatio et Penitentia (1984) 16.
% St. John Paul 11, Sollicitudo rei socialis (1987) 36.
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3. Conscientia erronea obligat*

Shall we consider as sinners all those who live in an objective condi-
tion of sin, but are not conscious of this state of affairs because the truth
is hidden to their intellect and their conscience is deformed through the
influence of their families and/or of the legitimate cultural authorities of
the society they live in?

St. Thomas’ answer is clear: no. The proximate authority man is bound
to obey is his/her own reason. He/she must do what his/her reason sees as
good and his/her will commands as such. You cannot condemn as a sinner
a man who behaves according to the moral code of the society he lives in,
that he has neither the intellectual nor the spiritual means to challenge.

4. Is St. Thomas a relativist?

The “coscientia erronea obligat” principle does not make St. Thomas a
relativist. The truth does not change. What changes is the human percep-
tion of truth. The conscience of the individual produces the norm of the
case, just as a judge in a trial, on the basis of the general norm established
by the legislator. Here lies the difference with all theories that attribute to
human conscience a legislative role. Man has to obey his conscience but
conscience can be wrong. The man who acts according to his conscience
will never be a sinner, but he can be a malefactor, in the etymologic sense
of the word: innocens but nocens. The man is innocent but the act is wrong.
Human acts have two kinds of consequences: they change the subject,
making him/her good or bad as a person, but they also change the world
we live in making it better or worse. The act performed in obedience to a
wrong conscience does not have a negative eftect on the subject: he does
not become bad through the act. It retains however its negative effect on
external reality: through this act the world becomes worse.

In order to better understand this point, let us quote a passage of Dante
Alighieri that fully expresses the spirit of Thomas’ philosophy of law: “the
law is a real and personal relation of people among themselves. If it is
maintained society will be preserved, if it is violated society will perish”.*
If a society does not recognize in its culture some fundamental human
values, then it is bound to perish and the same holds true in the case of the
individual: he/she may be morally innocent but his/her humanity will be

2 St. Thomas Aquinas, Questio disputata De Veritate, 1, q. 17 n. 4.
# 1 take these words from the oral teaching of Tadeusz Styczeri.
* Dante Alighieri, De Monarchia, 11, 5.
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damaged. This is the reason why the correctio fraterna, the reciprocal correc-
tion among friends, is so important for the good of the individual and for
the good of society. The wrongdoer in good conscience, although he is no
sinner, needs to be corrected in order to reorient himself towards the full-
ness of life. Equally or even more important is to correct the wrong culture
of a society in order to prevent its corruption and its ruin. In the case of
the present western attitude towards sexuality, marriage and family we
cannot condemn as sinners all those who live according to the prevailing
social norms. St. Paul VI was, however, right in seeing that the severing of
the link between sex and procreation must have dramatic consequences for
the individual and for society and may end in the disappearance of great
nations from the history of Mankind.

I hope that we have now made clear the difference between the right
conception of the (relative) autonomy of conscience and the wrong concep-
tion of the (absolute) autonomy of conscience. Unjust social structures and
wrong cultural systems must be transformed and reoriented towards truth.

5. Is St. Thomas Marxist?

Before we move forward with our argument, we must dispel a possible
misunderstanding. We have said that the individual conscience is socially
conditioned. Didn’t Marx say the same thing? Yes and no. In the philoso-
phy of Marx consciousness (and therefore also moral conscience) is just an
effect or a reflex of social being: it is determined by the social structure.’!
In St. Thomas it is different: man is conditioned through the social struc-
ture, through the culture he lives in, through the first and fundamental
relations he experiences with his parents. He/she is conditioned but not
determined. The human intellect is naturally oriented towards truth. The
movement of the intellect towards truth, however, is not monastic and
isolated. We search truth first of all in the dialogue with other human
beings and this dialogue, in its turn, is deeply influenced by the way in
which we produce and reproduce our life on earth. We think starting from
a specific place in society and history and this vantage point gives us a
perspective on truth. From this perspective some aspects of truth may be
vividly perceived; others may be very difficult or almost impossible to see.
“Almost impossible” is not the same as “quite impossible”. Some men can
pierce through the obstacles that make their society blind to some values.

! Karl Marx, Preface in A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, Progress
Publishers, Moscow 1977.
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They have the task of enlightening the others and helping them to see. A
culture may sometimes be perceived from the exterior as a monolith, but
as a matter of fact it is crossed by multiple tensions and always contains a
potentiality for truth. We are not Marxists after all, although some analysis
of Marx can be helpful to better understand some aspects of social con-
ditioning. We have begun our voyage together with Marx and we have
landed near Plato’s Cave.*

6. One last word from St. Thomas

In the first questio of the First Part of the Summa Theologica St. Thomas
writes that many things that are, in principle, accessible to human reason
are nevertheless contained in God’s Revelation, because otherwise only a
few men (and not all) could acquire their knowledge and even those few
would acquire that knowledge only polluted through many errors. We find
here a confirmation of what we have explained and the expression of a keen
perception of the intrinsic historical conditioning of human knowledge.

Back to the issue of retrenchment

1. The Hegelian Philosophy of the Spirit

Hegel has taught us that the Subjective Spirit, the Spirit of the human
subject, objectives itself in Institutions, becomes Objective Spirit. Period-
ically the Spirit retreats from the institutions it has animated in the past.
For a while these institutions survive but become void: there is no more
passion and life in them. They are admirable because they are the point
of arrival of a long and glorious history but do not motivate the active
engagement of new energies and forces. They become the object of philo-
sophical reflection and description but their time is over and a new age in
world history is about to begin.*

2. Using Hegel to interpret the conditions of our time

As a matter fact I dare to say that the Spirit has long abandoned our
institutions. This was already apparent in the sixties. The Council made the
fundamental choice not to try not defend the old institution through the
use of repressive force but rather to participate in the search for the forms

32 Plato, The State, 514 and ff.
» G.W.E Hegel, The Philosophy of History, Batoche Books, Kitchener 2001, p. 38
and ff.
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and institutions of a new civilization. I think this is what Pope Francis
really means when he speaks of a Church on the road. The Institution
becomes movement. The old Christian civilization is not Christianity as
such. Faith has encountered the cultures of the nations and has helped
to create the European civilization of yesterday. Faith can encounter the
demands of the human spirit of today and participate in the shaping of a
new civilization.

The Hegelian idea of the rhythm of history has a profound religious
meaning. The longing of the human spirit is directed towards the Infinite.
To penetrate into the realm of existence it must assume a finite form and
shape the matter of history according to this form. When, however, this
form is perfected the Spirit contemplates it and remains dissatistfied. It 1s
beautiful but it is only finite beauty. Then the Spirit feels the need to de-
stroy what it has created and to start the whole process anew.

3. Asociety in transition

Pope Francis insists on the fact that we live in a change of epoch. Sever-
al years ago Max Horkheimer used the expression “society in transition”*
to express a similar concept. A society in transition is moving from a defi-
nite institutional and cultural framework to another. We know the old cul-
ture but we only have a vague premonition of the new one. It is still in the
making and, to a certain extent, its features will be determined through
our actions, through the historical struggles to which we are called to par-
ticipate. The old epoch is not yet dead, the new one is not yet born.

4. The temptation of the Subjective Spirit

In the moment in which it retires itself from the existing institutions
the Subjective Spirit lives a moment of euphoria, a kind of vertigo of free-
dom. It dreams of absolute freedom as liberation from all bonds, as pure
arbitrary will. If we consider the realm of sex and family that stands now
in the focus of our attention this coincides with the idea of the liberation
of instinctual freedom.

5. The search for new sexual morals

We have already hinted at the fact that this position is unsustainable and
soon gives way to the search for new sexual morals. The scandal of pedo-

3 Max Horkheimer, Gesellschaft im Ubergang, Frankfurt a.M., Fischer 1972.
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philia and the “Me too” movement are signs of this search. It is interesting
to consider the transformation the concept of “rape” is undergoing. It is
correlated to a transformation of the concept of valid consent. The original
concept is that consent is the expression of an arbitrary will. Now in many
cases the idea tentatively surfaces that a consent that violates the dignity of
the person is not really valid, or stands at least under the suspicion of being
coerced. In the case of pedophilia there is an absolute presumption that the
consent of an underage child to sexual acts must be considered as extorted.
In the case of “Me too”, in several instances an analogous conviction sur-
faces that the perpetrator should have understood that consent given under
those particular circumstances could not be considered as valid. With the
idea of the dignity of the person we enter the path of a search for an ob-
jective norm of morality.

6. Ethical norms are challenged to justify themselves

After a brief stage in which it is tempted to remain in itself, the Subjec-
tive Spirit is forced to move again towards the world of objects, inhabited
by a plurality of subjects who are, at the same time, objects and do not
want to be treated as pure objects in the same manner as we ourselves do
not want to be treated as such. Here we rediscover the first, formal princi-
ple of sexual morals: the respect of the dignity of the person. Does it mean
that we are going back to the old sexual morals? Not necessarily and, in
any case, not in the same way as before. The old norms are questioned
from a new standpoint. They must justify themselves in front of the de-
mand of happiness and liberty of the subject and they are called to do that
within a situation in which the pill allows to sever the enjoyment of sex-
uality from procreation. The norms are challenged to justify themselves.
After an age, however, in which the very idea of a normative sexual moral
was considered as old fashioned and out of tune with the spirit of the time
we see a demand for a re-regulation of the sexual sphere.

7. The heritage of St. John Paul Il

St. John Paul II has given us a profound rereading of traditional sexual
ethics. He discovered its personalistic side. A proper approach to sexual-
ity is necessary not only from the objective point of view of the orderly
preservation of human life on earth but also for the adequate constitution
of the person as a moral subject, that is as a free and responsible human
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being.”® He also taught us a phenomenological method of investigation
in the moral sphere. The truth of a proposition cannot be grounded on a
metaphysical presupposition. It has to be discovered on the basis of the data
given in human experience. The moral good has to be rediscovered not
just as good 1in itself but as good for me, within the horizon of my life.*

8. The innovation of Pope Francis

We have exposed the two main objections to Humanae Vitae and we
have seen the way in which the first objection finds an answer in the
teaching of John Paul II. The subjective and the objective truth on sexu-
ality stand in a lively connection to one another and in the end coincide.
The second objection is simply that it is very difficult, almost impossible,
to sleep side by side with a beloved person and abstain from sexual acts. To
be sure we can find a tentative answer in the law of graduality formulated
by John Paul II. The necessity to privilege the defense of objective truth
against relativism did not allow, however, John Paul II to draw all the con-
sequences of this principle. This is what Pope Francis has done in Amoris
Laetitia. We will not consider now the material ethical content of this Ap-
ostolic Exhortation. We will concentrate rather on its methodological sig-
nificance and on the change it introduces in the pastoral perspective.”’

The perspective of St. John Paul is the defense of a certain moral order
incorporated in the self-consciousness of society that is threatened by a
kind of mass libertinism. This order is threatened but s still present in the
general self-consciousness.

The perspective of Pope Francis is that of the collapse of an established
moral order and of the groping search for a new moral order. Can the
Church participate in this search? And: how is this possible without deny-
ing her firm convictions rooted in Tradition and in Revelation?

In order to do this the Church must become a Church on the road,
that is, a Church that is not primarily concerned with the defense of spac-
es of public recognition of her values, but is rather, willing to rediscover
them in a common search together with all the women and men of our
time (homosexuals and transexuals not excluded). Some people live a life

% John Paul 11, Man and woman he created them: a theology of the body, Pauline Books
& Media, 2006.

% Karol Wojtyta, The Acting Person, Dordrecht , Reidel, 1979, p. 41 and ff.

* Rocco Buttiglione, Risposte (amichevoli) ai critici di Amoris Laetitia, Ares, Roma
2017.
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of faith in which the truth on marriage and family is firmly established.
Others try to live a purely instinctual life, considering any affirmation of
an objective truth as a threat to their freedom. The vast majority does not
adhere neither to the first nor to the second option. They are in search of
a new rule. The first option has been swept up in the sexual revolution.
The second seems untenable in the experience of these last few decades.

[ wish to draw your attention to two interesting facts. The first is a
growing number of surveys that tell us that in our oversexualized society
the practice of sex is not increasing, but rather diminishing.*® There may
be several and partially contradictory explanations for this phenomenon,
but surely one is that sexuality intrinsically needs to be ethically regulat-
ed. Young people feel confused and intimidated by what they feel is tak-
ing place in themselves, physically and emotionally. If they have no clear
landmarks many prefer to abstain. The approach to sexuality cannot be
reduced to a market relation; sexuality is not a consumer good. Sexuality
is beautiful and dangerous, it can be compared to dynamite: if it explodes
in your hand it will kill you; properly used it will open for you the way to
a gold mine.

The second document I wish to draw your attention to is a movie
that has become a cult classic for a generation: Pretty Woman, an American
romantic movie starring Richard Gere and Julia Roberts. In the opening
scenes a billionaire (Richard Gere) hooks up with a prostitute (Julia Rob-
erts) and they have sex. The transcendental horizon within which they
act and feel and think is that of the complete commodification of sex. We
cannot even speak of transgression: traditional morals are non-existent or
completely forgotten. When they fall in love, however, the man can’t bear
to see the woman treated as a prostitute by another man, and she can’t bear
to be treated as such in front of him. They both discover the inner pre-
ciousness of the person and the value of sex as an expression of the person.
Then something unexpected happens. The woman leaves. Although she is
in love (precisely because she is in love), she realizes the story has begun
in a wrong way and cannot be continued. That story was wrong and must
come to an end. A new story however can begin. Now the man runs after
her and courts her appropriately and so they can be reunited. Before they

% Peter Ueda, Catherine H. Mercer, Cyrus Ghaznavi and others, Trends in frequency
of sexual activity and number of sexual partners among adults aged 18 to 44 years in the US
2000/2018, JAMA Netw Open. 2020;3(6);e203833. Doi:10.1001/jamanetworko-
pen.2020.2833.
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have sex again the woman demands commitment. It is a wonderful exam-
ple of the way in which universal values can be rediscovered from within
a thoroughly degraded situation.

But can the Church participate in the search for something she is al-
ready convinced to possess? This is the problem of education. The master
must present the truth he possesses as a hypothesis that the pupil must put
to test in his own life. In order to do this the master must enter into the
transcendental horizon of the pupil, must adopt his starting point. This is
the great challenge of education: the transcendental horizon of the pupil,
his starting point, his Sitz im Leben, must be assumed and, at the same time,
must be transcended. Truth has to be taught not only as an abstract and
general notion, but as the truth of the life of the pupil. To educate means
to walk on the narrow path that leads from objective to subjective truth, in
which the objective truth is accepted by the pupil as the truth of his own
life. He must be helped to see truth and truth becomes his rruth only when
he sees it.” The Master can ask the Pupil, at certain decisive passages of the
educational process, for an act of confidence: follow me, you must follow
in order to understand, you will understand only later. This act of confi-
dence must however be justified and in the end the Pupil must understand.

A certain traditional pedagogy expected the Pupil to accept uncondi-
tionally the authority of the Master, that is, expected the Pupil to surren-
der his original transcendental horizon and to accept the transcendental
horizon of the Master. This is no more the case. In order to lead the Pupil
out of his transcendental horizon, in order convince him to transcend
his transcendental horizon, the Master must first of all assume it. This is a
missionary pedagogy, the pedagogy of an outgoing Church. The authority
to teach cannot be presupposed but must be gained again and again in the
concrete hermeneutics of the actual existence of the Pupil.

This may sound new; it has belonged, however, to the tradition of
Church since the beginning. Think for instance of the great speech given
by St. Paul in the Areopagus of Athens: the Apostle assumes the transcen-
dental horizon of Greek culture and philosophy in order to transcend it
from within.® It is also an accepted principle of Catholic Pedagogy and
Moral Theology that an objective sinner who, in his conscience, is not
aware of being in sin, should not be reprobated and convinced of his sin,
until he has reached an adequate understanding of the reasons why what

¥ Rocco Buttiglione, Die Wahrheit im Menschen, Springer 2019.
0 Acts of the Apostles 17, 16 and ft.
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he is doing is wrong, that is, until he can recognize the objective truth as
his subjective truth, as the truth of his conscience.

The key to a “retrenchment” and to a new approach to the whole field
of sexual and family ethics 1s the concept of transcendental horizon and/
or of culture. A sitting Church presumes to possess and regulate the culture
of the society she lives in. A Church on the road knows that her teaching
challenges the dominating cultural trend and has to be regained from with-
in the culture she lives in. Is this possible? It is possible because the truth on
family and conjugal love is profoundly inscribed in the heart of man or, if
you prefer, in his practical reason. The itinerary, however, leading from the
heart to the concrete performance in real life, can be obstructed through
consolidated erroneous moral convictions, the social sin that seems to pos-
sess the evidence of a second nature. It may be difficult to draw from the
first principles the appropriate conclusions. The liberating force of a word
of truth enters exactly in this tension. An appropriate distinction may be
introduced here. It is the distinction between Ethics and Morals. We can
use the word Ethics to indicate the science concerned with good and evil
in themselves. We can reserve the word Morals for the more sociological
and historical science concerned with the human convictions on good and
evil in different human contexts. These two sciences are connected but
cannot be identified.
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ARCHBISHOP ROLAND MINNERATH
Archevéché, Dijon, France

Speaking of God’s project on families should be understood as finding
out what makes a discourse on families possible in a world where so many
models of families have existed and continue to exist. It also implies that
such research does not demand a commitment of faith, but the use of
reason and common sense. On the one hand, the Church is criticised for
her doctrine and practice of marriage and family; on the other hand, she
arouses incomprehension in explaining that her teaching is universal and
grounded on the very nature of human beings.

Yet our understanding of the word of God and human experience must
enrich themselves reciprocally. Those of us who hold God as the Creator
of the human being consider the whole creation as his first manifestation
accessible to human intelligence and reason.

Speaking of family should not put us in a position of apologists, in a
time when the very idea of a universal definition of families is no longer
accepted.

I. The challenge of the family today

Until the middle of the last century there was no doubt that a family
is based on the marriage of a man and a woman who beget and educate
children. We are presently witnessing an anthropological revolution which
not only allows difterent kinds of family structures, but tries to legitimate
them ideologically.

Family structures vary according to cultures, economic and social de-
velopment. Families vest a different shape according to place and time.

The recent challenges to traditional views of marriage and family can
be briefly mentioned: they began with civil divorce, chemical contracep-
tives and abortion as a right, assisted reproduction for non-married cou-
ples or women alone, surrogate pregnancy, gender ideology and same-sex
“marriages”.

However, in many parts of the world the intergenerational family has
survived, grouping around the paterfamilias, sons and their wives, daughters
with their husbands and the children involved. These family communities
are social cells bonded by solidarity, maintained by strong feelings of be-
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longing and a traditional code of values. These kinds of families offer better
resistance to ideological or political influence.

The modern nuclear family (father-mother-children) appears with the
industrial revolution and people living in large cities.

In the West, many couples raise a family out of the institution of mar-
riage. The disaffection with marriage and the increase in civil divorce, have
produced a growing number of single-parent families. Free cohabitation of
couples can be more frequent than marriage. Adoption has been allowed
to non-married couples and single persons. Same sex couples adopting
children or resorting to surrogate pregnancy or fertilization receive legal
recognition.

Nobody would mix into the subjective feelings of persons who are
living these new forms of family life in their research of love and their
expectation of happiness.

Tivo new elements are at stake which call for further research: families can
be set up through artificial means of procreation, resorting to a third-party
gamete donor, and same sex unions are legally identified as marriages.

— Resorting to technological means in the process of fertilization
makes void the necessary relationship of love of a man and a wom-
an in generating a new life. Assisted reproduction for extra marital
couples, surrogate pregnancy and now the perspective of an artificial
uterus pave the way to a new definition of human sexuality, married
life and family.

— The new challenge is the extension of the institution of marriage to
homosexual unions, under the pretext of equality. “Same-sex marriag-
es” have now received legal recognition in 29 states. Not even a legal
recognition of homosexual couples would be the problem, but the
reversal of the very notion of marriage and of marriage-based family.

Society 1s implicated in such a confusion about the very notion of mar-
riage. People who discover that they have a homosexual inclination must
be protected from social discrimination. But there is no discrimination
when the law refuses to confuse states or conditions which are in them-
selves diverse. A homosexual couple would not be discriminated against if
it is excluded from the institution of marriage defined as the legally recog-
nised union between a man and a woman.

It is not a question of idealizing families. Many persons would dislike
to evocate their experiences with their own family, ranging from sex abuse
of children, lack of affective education, and poor relationship of children
to both parents.
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It is well known that the institution of marriage has always been ques-
tioned by philosophical systems which consider binding oneself for life to
another person as a contradiction to human freedom. It is presumed that
freedom cannot assume lasting consequences — even though a lasting com-
mitment is one of the givens of human existence. But in this individualist
perspective, to be free means being able to do what one wishes at any mo-
ment, so to shed previous commitments, without concern for whatever
harm may be caused to others. This assertion of the absolute autonomy
of the will stands in contradiction to freedom understood as the ability to
commit one’s self to fundamental long-term choices.

Il. The Jewish-Christian understanding of marriage and family

Until recently the Jewish-Christian understanding of marriage and
family was basically accepted in the Western civilization even when ex-
pressed in secular terms. From the Bible we can enucleate the following
structuring elements which belong to marriage and family:

— family is based on the marriage of a man and a woman

— with the scope of generating and raising children

— 1in a reciprocal faithful self~donation.

According to Genesis, the union between man and woman belongs to
God’s creative act. The Hebrew uses the word Adam for “human being”,
the Mensch or Anthropos, while it uses other words for male and female (Gn
1, 27; 5, 1-2). At the beginning is created the human being, made male
and female in God’s image (Gn 1, 26). Immediately male and female are
made for one another, in order to be fertile and prolific (Gn 1, 27-28).
They will be “one flesh” (Gn 2, 24) so re-establishing the human fullness
of Adam.

In the Jewish and Christian tradition (and even Islamic) the core of
marriage and family is man and woman united as procreators in the image
of the Creator himself. Adultery is forbidden, protecting the wedlock as a
sanctuary.

The Old Testament tolerated polygamy and repudiation with re-mar-
riage, even though the paradigm of marriage was given in the union of
a single man and a single woman on a basis of equality in their mutual
commitment.

The biblical conception of marriage is accessible to reason and human
sound feeling. It may be recorded here that the study carried out by Prof.
Hans Kiing through all world religions and philosophic systems — Weltethos
christlich verstanden (2005) and Wozu Weltethos? (2006) — singled out four
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ethical requirements common to most religions and world views, namely:
no murder, no theft, no lie, no adultery.

Christ came and dismissed repudiation and divorce saying that “from the
beginning it was not so” (Mt 19, 8). Indeed, “have you not read that he who
created them from the beginning made them male and female... ‘“Therefore
a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and the
two shall become one flesh?” So they are no longer two but one flesh. What
therefore God has joined together, let not man separate” (Mt 19, 4-6).

Last but not least: the lasting reciprocal commitment of a man and a
woman is supported by a new understanding of love, which the New
Testament calls agape. Agape includes eros and philia and reaches the fullness
of the humans’ capability to love, by giving up their life for the other, as
Christ did for us.

Christ does not envisage a new understanding of marriage and fami-
ly. He acts as the one who brings them to their fulfilment by adding the
request of faithfulness and of reciprocal permanent commitment. Christ
delivers an appeal; he addresses one’s freedom; and helps through his grace
to really live from inside the requirements of God’s project.

Christ and the Christian tradition with him do not establish a new
structure of marriage based on faith. So marriage in the order of creation
is a monogamist union of a male and a female person, open to parenthood
and supposed not to be broken arbitrarily.

The core of the biblical message is that family is made of three elements:
a man, a woman, a permanent commitment to mutual love and to raise
and educate the children who perpetuate the family. When these elements
are given, we have natural marriage, perfectly in accordance with God’s
project. The Church will consider that such a marriage contracted between
two baptized persons has a sacramental dimension, which means that it
enjoys Christ’s grace which enables the spouses to carry on their commit-
ment thoroughly. Sacramental marriage is a natural marriage between two
baptized persons which reaches the fullness of meaning of natural marriage.
A secular marriage of two non-baptized persons is indissoluble by the fact
that it is a natural mutual commitment of a man and a woman.

So the teaching of the Church about marriage and family addresses all
human beings as created by God and not as believers. The whole Catholic
social doctrine is based on both a distinction and a connection between
faith and reason, nature and grace, believer and citizen. Faith in God does
not suppress the given reality, it sheds light on it. It does not create a par-
allel world; it investigates this world in depth.
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When the Church speaks of a universal law of nature inherent to crea-
tion, she implies that this law of nature is discernible through natural rea-
son and feeling. Even persons who do not believe in God or in a created
order are able to discover in themselves the law of their human nature.

The Church speaks of creation from the point of view of redemption: it
is the same reality, but apprehended in its fullness. To understand the project
of God about Adam, the human being created in his image and likeliness,
we need to watch the new Adam, Jesus Christ. In the order of creation, all
human persons are equally involved; in the order of grace, believers under-
stand the project of creation through a personal commitment of faith.

The social doctrine of the Church considers the family as being prior
to the State whose duty is to protect it. In the social construct the family
is the fundamental element from which society grows and reaches the
ethnic group, the nation, the community of nations. The family belongs
to the created order. Once the political power disrupts the primacy of the
family, it opens the way to totalitarianism. Connected with the primacy
of the family is her right and duty to care for the education of children.
This right is also stressed in international law. The reason for this position
of the family in society is anthropological. As such it belongs to the law of
nature. In the framework of a family the human person receives affection
and loving care to develop its potentialities. A child needs the loving pres-
ence of a father and a mother.

All cultures consider that the union of a couple in marriage, with its
promise of a new family, is not just a private matter, but a concern of soci-
ety. In many cultures, marriage remains an arrangement between families,
without a free choice for the bride and groom. This practice, while still
widely accepted, does not take account of the dignity and equality of the
man and the woman. If marriage is to lead towards a genuine interper-
sonal communion for the couple concerned, it seems to be possible only
through the mutual and exclusive self-giving of two persons.

lll. Marriage and family at law

Until the middle of the last century, the Christian view on marriage
and family was only challenged in some countries with the legal possibility
to divorce.

Living in the Roman Empire early Christians did not demand a change
in current marriage practices. Monogamy was requested by Roman law.
Marriage was a contract, the manifestation of two wills to which each party
could put an end. In fact, the early Christians continued to marry accord-
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ing to civil law. In the West the whole institution of marriage passed to the
Church only in the 12th century. In the East the Orthodox Churches even
maintained Roman rules such as divorce and remarriage. A rather com-
plicated canonical discipline of marriage was gradually settled. But these
developments do not aftect the core of the structure of human marriage.

After the Revolutions of the 18th century marriage fell back under
the jurisdiction of the State. It was decided that it was a contract but with
no reference to a natural given order. Gradually, divorce was permitted.
But it was only in the last thirty years that the legal definition of marriage
began to be altered in the Western world. Until recently international law
paid strong attention to families. The international covenant on civil rights
(1966, art. 23, 2) clearly affirmed that “The right of men and women of
marriageable age to marry and to found a family shall be recognized”. It
also stipulated that “The family is the natural and fundamental group unit
of society and is entitled to protection by society and the State” (art. 23,
1). So does the European Social Charter which consider the family “as a fun-
damental unit of society” (art. 16). The American convention on human rights
(1969, art. 17), the African Charter on human and people’s rights (1981, art.
18), the Asian Charter on human rights (1998, art. 6, 2) all stress the central
status of the family in the social order.

Law follows practice

The evolution of legal standards appears in the 2000 Nizza Charter on
fundamental rights (art. 9) which only speaks of “The right to marry and
the right to found a family shall be guaranteed in accordance with the na-
tional laws governing the exercise of these rights” without specifying that
marriage means the union of a man and a woman.

Case law has registered the evolution of mentalities. The example of
the European Court of Human Rights is patent. While Art. 12 of the Eu-
ropean Convention on Human Rights (1950) recognizes that “men and
women of marriageable age have the right to marry and to found a family,
according to the national laws governing the exercise of this right”, the
evolution consisted in putting a new emphasis on individual feelings rather
than the permanent structure of marriage and the family. Emotional at-
traction, whatever it consists in, legitimates social recognition. The Court
rules that these issues belong to the private realm (Art. 8) and not to com-
monly accepted institutions.

The Court considered the right to “personal fulfilment” should not
meet any institutional limit. The desire to have a child through “medical-
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ly assisted procreation” (MAP) is an expression of privacy. The personal
sphere becomes a legal no man’s land. Individual conduct must not be
disputed. As far as a behaviour enjoys some popular backing, it becomes a
new right.

The same Court threatens those reluctant to follow the evolution of
mentalities with the accusation of intolerance and discrimination. The
transhumanist movement will strengthen these new approaches to human
rights. There is no way to oppose it, as the powerful media prepare the
public for more radical changes. Artificial Intelligence will gradually re-
place human decision making, so that the dominion of the mind over the
body will be left to artefacts rather than to Courts of Human Rights.

IV. The failures of individualistic anthropology

The constructivist anthropology has gradually replaced the anthropolo-
gy common to Christianity and European culture. The commonly accept-
ed view on marriage and family has been challenged under the pressure of
individualism supported by powerful lobbies.

Individual-centred societies are progressively losing sight of the forma-
tive importance of the family. The functions of protection, education and
upbringing previously carried out by the family have largely been taken
over by society. Consequently, the State imposed new ethical norms.

Technology replaces natural transmission of life. Gender ideology un-
dermines the complementarity of man and woman; changing feelings rule
out permanent commitment. From a realistic given order we jump to
constructivist social models, as Donati puts it.

Current trends dissociate sexuality from personal identity, as if the
identity of a person could be separated from his or her bodily existence.
According to such views, one is free to construct one’s own personality,
including one’s sexual identity, rather than accepting it as a given. Recent
‘gender’ ideology claims that one’s gender is so independent from personal
sexual identity that it is purely a social or cultural construct.

The filial relationship

A family is built around two types of connections: that which exists
between parent and child — which is absolute; and the marital relation-
ship — which can be broken. If the marriage bond becomes unstable, the
parent-child connection is bound to suffer as well. The grand totalitarian
utopias, beginning with Plato, all began with the dismantling of the family,
in order to more effectively dominate each member of society.
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The fundamental social reality, preceding the very formation of society,
is the filial relation of children to parents. This is what links the genera-
tions. At the origin of all human society is the fact that we receive our
existence from a father and a mother. All members of society owe their
origin to parents. It is not as though anyone asked to come into being.
This demands of society that it recognises the bond which unites parents
in the generation and education of their children. It is not brought about
by human choice but remains the foundation on which people must build
their family life.

Liberal societies, which give legal recognition to de facto and same sex
unions, are oriented towards a definition of the family that depends on par-
ent-child relationship, and not on marriage. Social and tax laws are gradual-
ly normalising different models of family that are deemed to be equivalent.

Medically assisted procreation now extended to all women beyond the
privacy of a confirmed couple, and gestational surrogacy do affect the ques-
tion of filiation. Until recently the law protected the child as non-available
to his parents’ arbitrariness. Filiation was recognized as following natural par-
enthood. As long as marriage was considered as a given fact prior to positive
law, filiation escaped any attempt at manipulation. Now, filiation registers
the individual will. Children are subjects of rights, not objects at disposal.

Education and economic life

The first years of life are crucial to the balanced upbringing of the child.
The family home provides values, forms the character and awakens the
child to the world. It forms citizens. It demands family stability, love and
duration.

There is a strong link between family and work. Work should provide
a living, not just for the individual worker, but also for his or her family.
Working conditions must not be such that parents are forced to renounce
their wish to have more children. In balancing the needs of children against
a professional career, the child must always have priority.

Conclusion

In our post-modern culture, the notion of truth is suspected (but leg-
islation imposes norms of behaviour based on the compulsory assumption
of no-truth). We suggest that positive law can be founded only on giv-
ens that resist arbitrariness. Law should consider as inalienable the body
and the sexual identity of persons. These are the objective conditions of
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marriage and procreation of children. The law has as its object, not the
individual, but relationships between individuals. The objective structure
of this relationship is inscribed into the sexually determined bodies that
human beings receive from nature. That some persons have a problem with
their gender, does not affect the commonly admitted structure of human
sexual identity.

The Church is fully aware that rediscovering the core of marriage as
suggested by God’s project would not be imposed by restrictive legislation.
This time is over. Our times give us a chance to address the freedom of
persons who would witness that living marriage and family in a spirit of
inner acceptation is a source of joy and true love.

The mission of the Church is to convince. Amoris Laetitia is a vigorous
call to a personal commitment to marriage and family and, at the same
time, to a renewed pastoral attention to those families who try to over-
come failures and desperation. Even when human law gives support to
extreme individualistic claims, God’s call remains unchanged, inviting hu-
man beings to engage in lasting love and making families a never-ending
process of humanization.
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1. A Psychological Perspective on the Family
Objectives

This essay has four main objectives: (1) To present and discuss empirical
and clinical data and arguments on the value and importance of the fam-
ily both for individual and communal development and inner and outer
well-being. (2) To demonstrate that much of what empirical and scientif-
ically-based psychology tell us about the value and role of the family for
the individual and common good coincides with Catholic teaching. (3) At
the same time, I will indicate how and where psychology can enrich the
social and political discourse on the family — and the necessity to protect
and preserve it. And last not least, (4) I will argue for a realistic and merci-
ful assessment of the actual lived reality of family life today. For while the
ideal of an intact family may be a guiding light, this essay will also argue
for the acknowledgment of our failures and vulnerability, and thereby con-
tributing to a family-friendly climate of charity and kindness rather than of
pressure and competition in an already overcompetitive world.

Outline

[ will present these points in roughly four parts: After briefly explaining
what and why psychology can contribute to an evidence-based family-af-
firming discourse, I will move on to a diagnostic assessment of the new
realities of family and communal life in the 21st Century and how they
run counter to some basic psychological needs and concerns, such as the
need to belong, the need for unconditional acceptance and the need for
meaning and responsibility. In the third part, I will move on to psycho-
logical insights on the family as both the natural place of fulfillment of the
above-mentioned needs, and will furthermore argue that the family offers
a unique setting as a school for life and of life. In other words, I will argue
that the setting of the family provides humans with the unique opportuni-
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ty to learn and develop social and existential skills which will further their
personal development and the greater social good.

In the fourth and last part, I will try to ofter a synthesis of the discus-
sion, and will attempt to connect our findings with the concept of mercy
as an important and sometimes neglected element of discussions on the
family in public discourse.

2. Popular vs Academic Psychology - Zeitgeist vs Facts
Psychology and the Family: A Checkered History

What can psychology contribute to the well-being and support of
the family? A historical stock-taking will probably first of all raise doubts
whether it can at all. In fact, beginning perhaps in the 1950s, and even
more so in the 1960s and 70s, popular psychology and the so-called self-
help movement' either ignored the topic, or tended to view the family as
a hinderance to free expression of individual needs and wants.? Rather, it
emphasized individual self-realisation and the direct pursuit or even the
right to “feel good™ rather than to “be good for something”, or it em-
phasized responsibility, compromise, communal and family relations. Read
any self-help book, and the likelihood of encountering concepts such as
the willingness to compromise and to make sacrifices for others is low. Nor
will you find much on the value of living together in a family with mutual
consideration and love, or the associated requirement of personal maturity
which entails the ability to consider not only one’s own well-being, but

! Madsen, OJ. (2014). The therapeutic turn: How psychology altered Western culture.
Routledge.

2 Haavio-Mannila, E. (1969). Some consequences of women’s emancipation. Journal
of Marriage and the Family, 123-134; Shorter, E. (1973). Female emancipation, birth
control, and fertility in European history. The American Historical Review, 78(3), 605-
640; Gordon, L. (1973). Voluntary motherhood; the beginnings of feminist birth control
ideas in the United States. Feminist Studies, 1(3/4), 5-22; Simons, M.A. (1984). Moth-
erhood, feminism and identity. In Women’s Studies International Forum. Elsevier Science.

> Frankl, V.E. (1973). Encounter: The concept and its vulgarization. Journal of the
American Academy of Psychoanalysis, 1(1), 73-83; Vitz, P.C. (1994). Psychology as religion:
The cult of self-worship. Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing; Rimke, H.M. (2000). Governing
citizens through self-help literature. Cultural studies, 14(1), 61-78; Brockling, U. (2015).
The entrepreneurial self: Fabricating a new type of subject. Sage; Binkley, S. (2014). Happiness
as enterprise: An essay on neoliberal life. Suny Press; Leary, M.R.. (2007). The curse of the self:
Self-awareness, egotism, and the quality of human life. Oxford University Press; Baumeister,
R.E, Smart, L., & Boden, J.M. (1996). Relation of threatened egotism to violence and
aggression: the dark side of high self-esteem. Psychological Review, 103(1), 5.
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the attention to and openness for the needs, strength and weaknesses of
other family members.

It thus is probably no coincidence that the contemporary decline of the
family and the high divorce rates of recent decades have taken place in par-
allel with the rise of popular psychology and the Zeitgeist behind it.* This
is not the place to discuss these developments in detail. But if psychology
— popular psychology in this case — can do so much damage the family, it is
only logical to infer that it also can be put into service of the family, rather
than, as has perhaps been the tendency thus far, against it.

Importantly, popular psychology and academic, scientific psychology
have been, and frequently still are, moving on very difterent trajectories.
Their histories differ, their methods differ, their scientific backgrounds
differ (popular psychology usually does not claim, and frequently lacks a
scientific background).® Accordingly, pop psychology occasionally caused
much more damage than it perhaps intended to for the simple reason that
it was and is much more ideology- than evidence-based. Clinical studies
and experience almost invariably indicate that recent trends in popular
self-help psychology, such as the notions of ‘healthy egotism’, ‘self-realiza-
tion’, ‘feelings first’ etc. have neither exerted a positive or healthy eftect on
mental health, nor on family relations.®

* Wilcox, W.B. (2009). The evolution of divorce. National Affairs, 1(1), 81-94.

> Furnham, A., & Hughes, D.J. (2014). Myths and misconceptions in popular psy-
chology: Comparing psychology students and the general public. Teaching of Psychology,
41(3), 256-261; Lilienfeld, S.O., Lynn, S.J., Ruscio, J., & Beyerstein, B.L. (2010). Bust-
ing big myths in popular psychology. Scientific American Mind, 21(1), 42-49; Redding,
R.E., Herbert, J.D., Forman, E.M., & Gaudiano, B.A. (2008). Popular self-help books
for anxiety, depression, and trauma: How scientifically grounded and useful are they?
Professional Psychology: Research and Practice, 39(5), 537; Tavris, C. (2014). Science and
pseudoscience in clinical psychology. Guilford Publications.

¢ Bergsma, A. (2008). Do self-help books help? Journal of Happiness Studies, 9(3),
341-360; Madsen, O.J. (2015). Optimizing the self: Social representations of self-help. Roou-
tledge; Lichterman, P. (1992). Self-help reading as a thin culture. Media, Culture &
Society, 14(3), 421-447; DeVos, J. (2015). Selt-help: And pop psychology. In Handbook
of Critical Psychology (pp. 250-258). Routledge; Starker, S. (1988). Psychologists and
self-help books: Attitudes and prescriptive practices of clinicians. American Journal of
Psychotherapy, 42(3), 448-455; Redding, R.E., Herbert, J.D., Forman, E.M., & Gau-
diano, B.A. (2008). Popular self-help books for anxiety, depression, and trauma: How
scientifically grounded and useful are they? Professional Psychology: Research and Practice,
39(5), 537; Lilienteld, S.O., Lynn, SJ., Ruscio, J., & Beyerstein, B.L. (2010). Busting
big myths in popular psychology. Scientific American Mind, 21(1), 42-49.

388 | The Family as a Relational Good: the Challenge of Love



THE FAMILY AS A SOURCE OF MEANING AND RESPONSIBILITY: A PSYCHOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE

Psychology and the New Realities of Family Life

At the same time, a corrective perspective from within academic psy-
chology has largely been missing. In fact, the intact family has not been a
high priority for psychological research or inquiry in recent years, perhaps
largely because recent decades have seen enormous changes in the social
structures and patterns of family life. In most countries, divorce rates have
soared, and a large proportion of children live in one-parent or patchwork
families or in other entirely new settings with as-of-yet largely unknown
psychological eftects on their members, particularly as far as the wellbeing
and development of children is concerned.

For better or worse, much of what our younger generations lives
through these days is basically a large-scale experiment; nobody knows yet
how it will work out.” But it seems to be a reasonable inference that in the
foreseeable future, psychologists and society at large will be called upon to
support those who were hurt or damaged by recent trends in social family
dynamics.

Children are not responsible for the choices of their parents, neither
can anyone blame them for the way they have been brought up. Nor are
we responsible. But we are responsible for how we act towards them; and
we are responsible whether or not we further ostracize them from the
common good of the family and community, or whether we follow the
call to view each single person as a unique individual, each anew;, each ir-
replaceable, and each being in essence so much more than his or her social
or otherwise external identity or social biography. Hence if the Church
intends to exert a healing and benevolent influence in and on society, its
main task is not to judge, but to welcome; not to ostracize and thus further
compartmentalise society, but to help unite it.

Speaking more broadly, one of the key points of an evidence-based
discourse on the contemporary family is that it is possible (and necessary)
not only to protect already intact families; but rather that it is also possible,
and psychologically and socially necessary, to help those who are estranged
from the idea and experience of the family to rediscover its strengths and

7 Ley, K. (2005). Finding the way in a new family — resources and conflicts in patch-
work and successive families. Praxis der Kinderpsychologie und Kinderpsychiatrie, 54(10),
802-816; Amato, PR. (2000). The consequences of divorce for adults and children.
Journal of Marriage and Family, 62(4), 1269-1287; Ahrons, C.R. (2007). Family ties af-
ter divorce: Long term implications for children. Family Process, 46(1), 53-65; Sullins,
D. (2015). Emotional problems among children with same-sex parents: Difference by
definition. British_Journal of Education, Society and Behavioural Science, 7(2), 99-120.
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challenges, and the promise it holds for a mentally stable, mature, and ful-
filling life.

In the next section, I will therefore describe and discuss some of the
psychological factors that have been identified in clinical and empirical
research as being key to understanding the role of the family from a psy-
chological perspective.

3. Taking Personhood Seriously: Individuality, Community and the Need
to Belong

Our Need for Deep and Lasting Connections

Although much of modern Western thought and popular culture pre-
sents us, and even encourages us to view ourselves as self-sufficient indi-
viduals, a large body of research from a variety of disciplines — evolutionary
biology, the neurosciences, and psychology itself — tells that we are funda-
mentally social or communal beings.® That our very nature, identity, and
becoming is based not on isolation, but on relationships; not on loneliness,
but on community; and not only on individual freedom, but also on social
responsibility, on taking care for each other (and the world at large).

We see this right from the beginning of our individual lives: No other
known species’ offspring is so dependent on a prolonged period of sup-
port, care, love, being held, sheltered, fed, taught, and encouraged as we
are. No human child would survive in the wilderness even for a few days
in the absence of others who provide protection, care, and support. This
relatively simple finding itself has already strong implications on our inner
structure as human persons: In order to survive, infants must instantly
engage their parents in caring and loving and protective behavior. Yet our
mutual dependence, care, and responsibility does not end when we enter
adolescence, and finally adulthood. It merely changes. A single individual
is not able to survive on his or her own. Rather, our physiological, psy-
chological and spiritual survival as individuals, as a community, as a family,
and as a society at large continually depends on our ability to communi-
cate, to share, to care for each other, to collaborate and cooperate. What is
at stake here therefore is not only our immediate physiological survival as
infants — i.e. not only whether we live, but crucially also how we live.

8 Baumeister, R.E, & Leary, M.R.. (1995). The need to belong: desire for interper-
sonal attachments as a fundamental human motivation. Psychological Bulletin, 117(3),
497; Kunc, N. (1992). The need to belong: Rediscovering Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.
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Indeed, a large body of psychological research indicates that our phys-
1ological and mental health and our moral wellbeing and development
depends largely on our ability to form and maintain deep connections
with one another, the foremost (and usually first) of which is the family.’
In several large meta-analyses, lasting and reliable and supportive social
connections turn out to be by far the strongest predictor on inner wellbe-
ing and fulfillment.'

Interestingly, then, this research seems to suggest that that which most
human beings are desperately seeking and looking for is, at the same time,
itself the solution to many psychological ills and social problems. And yet
unfortunately, clinical and social reality frequently confronts us with the
absence and lack of supportive and lasting relationships. Understanding
the impact of this lack will also help us understand where and how to find
and offer healing, and why the family seems to be the foremost resource
available to us in this regard.

The Need to Belong, Conditional Social Acceptance, and the Crisis of the Family

Imagine a condition that makes a person irritable, depressed, and
self-centred, and is associated with a 26% increase in the risk of premature
mortality. Imagine too that in industrialised countries around a third of
people are affected by this condition, with one person in 12 affected se-

® Doman, L.C., & Le Roux, A. (2012). The relationship between loneliness and
psychological well-being among third-year students: A cross-cultural investigation. In-
ternational Journal of Culture and Mental Health, 5(3), 153-168; Habibi, M., Hosseini,
E, Darharaj, M., Moghadamzadeh, A., Radfar, E, & Ghaffari, Y. (2018). Attachment
style, perceived loneliness, and psychological well-being in smoking and non-smoking
university students. The Journal of Psychology, 152(4), 226-236; Cicek, 1. (2021). Me-
diating Role of Self-Esteem in the Association between Loneliness and Psychological
and Subjective Well-Being in University Students. International Journal of Contemporary
Educational Research, 8(2), 83-97.

19 Kawachi, 1., & Berkman, L.E (2001). Social ties and mental health. Journal of Ur-
ban Health, 78(3), 458-467; Guo, M., Li, S., Liu, J., & Sun, E (2015). Family relations,
social connections, and mental health among Latino and Asian older adults. Research on
Aging, 37(2), 123-147; Cacioppo, S., & Cacioppo, J.T. (2012). Decoding the invisible
forces of social connections. Frontiers in Integrative Neuroscience, 6, 51; You, S., Van Or-
den, K.A., & Conner, K.R. (2011). Social connections and suicidal thoughts and be-
havior. Psychology of Addictive Behaviors, 25(1), 180; Zagic, D., Wuthrich, V.M., Rapee,
R.M., & Wolters, N. (2021). Interventions to improve social connections: a systematic
review and meta-analysis. Social Psychiatry and Psychiatric Epidemiology, 1-22; Cohen, S.
(2004). Social relationships and health. American Psychologist, 59(8), 676.
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verely, and that these proportions are increasing. Income, education, sex,
and ethnicity are not protective. Such a condition exists — loneliness."!

These lines are taken from a recent article, published in the flagship
medical journal The Lancet. The article highlights the enormous social,
psychological, physiological and financial costs of the largely anonymous,
singularized life prevalent especially in industrialized societies today.

And yet, as alarming as the findings presented in this article are, they
still only scratch the surface of a much deeper psychological problem: Hu-
mans not only find it difficult to cope with loneliness, and they not merely
long for the company of others. After all, one can be in the midst of a large
crowd of people, or even with a group of friends and acquaintances (i.e.
not alone) and yet can feel very lonely, misunderstood and homeless even,
or especially in the company of others.'

Psychological research therefore tells us that over and above the need
for social relations, we additionally also have a deep innate need to belong."
We not only do not want to be alone; we also want to have a social home
in this increasingly complex and multifaceted social world. We want to be
part of a story which is larger than us, and larger than mere company. We
want to be accepted for who we are, as we are.

But given the decline of the family and the anonymity of the large
cities, the need to belong not only remains largely unfulfilled for a large
segment of society." Even worse, it is at times actively hurt when people
experience that their acceptance into society or a community is conditional,
i.e. that it depends on something they have to deliver in order to be al-
lowed to belong to a community. They need to have certain skills, abilities,
actions, or other goods which they have to deliver (or own) in order to be

" Cacioppo, J.T., & Cacioppo, S. (2018). The growing problem of loneliness. The
Lancet, 391(10119), 426.

12 Smith, K.J., & Victor, C. (2019). Typologies of loneliness, living alone and social
isolation, and their associations with physical and mental health. Ageing & Society, 39(8),
1709-1730; Pyle, E., & Evans, D. (2018). Loneliness — what characteristics and circum-
stances are associated with feeling lonely. Newport: Office for National Statistics.

3 Baumeister, R.E, Brewer, L.E., Tice, D.M., & Twenge, J.M. (2007). Thwarting
the need to belong: Understanding the interpersonal and inner effects of social exclu-
sion. Social and Personality Psychology Compass, 1(1), 506-520.

¥ Smith, K.J., & Victor, C. (2019). Typologies of loneliness, living alone and social
isolation, and their associations with physical and mental health. Ageing & Society, 39(8),
1709-1730; Pyle, E., & Evans, D. (2018). Loneliness — what characteristics and circum-
stances are associated with feeling lonely. Newport: Office for National Statistics.
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welcome by their peers.”® They have to pay an entry fee in order to be an
accepted member of society; and if they cannot, or no longer can, pay the
fee, they run the risk of being rejected.

Hence the language of conditional acceptance is one of competition,
not of belonging, nor of love and compassion or lasting bounds; it is about
deserving to be a member of society or a community. In such a society,
people are under the constant threat and risk of rejection, and thus they are
under permanent stress; and therefore experience deep-seated insecurity
and psychological distress.

Research shows, for example, that if the need to belong is under threat,
or is chronically unmet, people have a high likelihood of suffering from
depression, aggression, and diminished coping ability, self-control and, im-
portantly, social skills. The effects of (the threat of) rejection, such as loss of
social skills thereby ironically — and often tragically — lower the likelihood
of socially acceptable behavior."® And perhaps somewhat counterintuitive-
ly, it seems as if the association between these two is not only driven by
poor social-cognitive competence leading to rejection, but also by rejec-
tion leading to a situationally evoked breakdown of self-control and social
competence. This mechanism thus easily initiates a vicious circle — rejec-
tion leads to lowered social competence, which in turn results in further
rejection — and this in turn can trigger an unimaginable level and amount
of unnecessary human suffering.”” This is, in a nutshell, the unwritten rec-
ipe for how a society can become cold and suftering; and it is, unfortu-

15 Baldwin, M.W., & Sinclair, L. (1996). Self-esteem and “if... then” contingencies
of interpersonal acceptance. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 71(6), 1130; An-
dersen, S.M., & Chen, S. (2002). The relational self: an interpersonal social-cognitive
theory. Psychological Review, 109(4), 619.

¢ Morgan, C., Burns, T., Fitzpatrick, R., Pinfold, V., & Priebe, S. (2007). Social ex-
clusion and mental health: conceptual and methodological review. The British_Journal of
Psychiatry, 191(6), 477-483; Heinz, A., Zhao, X., & Liu, S. (2020). Implications of the
association of social exclusion with mental health. JAMA Psychiatry, 77(2), 113-114;
Beeri, A., & Lev Wiesel, R. (2012). Social rejection by peers: A risk factor for psycho-
logical distress. Child and Adolescent Mental Health, 17(4), 216-221; Slavich, G.M., Way,
B.M., Eisenberger, N.I., & Taylor, S.E. (2010). Neural sensitivity to social rejection is
associated with inflammatory responses to social stress. Proceedings of the National Acade-
my of Sciences, 107(33), 14817-14822.

'7 Baumeister, R.E, Brewer, L.E., Tice, D.M., & Twenge, J.M. (2007). Thwarting
the need to belong: Understanding the interpersonal and inner effects of social exclu-
sion. Social and Personality Psychology Compass, 1(1), 506-520.
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nately, to a large degree a description of our modern social individualistic
and overcompetitive world.

Indeed, we have created a very harsh and merciless social world for
ourselves.

Implications: Who Is Allowed to Be a Member of Society?

[ will only briefly mention the secondary impl