Family, social construction or natural phenomenon?
by Brenda Almond
Introduction
In my book, the Fragmenting Family, I offer a defence of the traditional family, understood as a natural
biological phenomenon. I also argue in favour of marriage as an institution that is important, if not
essential, for the welfare and continuity of families. But first let me say that in presenting this analysis, I
aimed to avoid arguments that depend on religious views because I wanted to avoid the kind of controversy
religion always seems to provoke and to offer a philosophical perspective based simply on reason and
morality. I also believe that people should be able to recognize the social value of solid family life, even if
they don’t manage to make their own personal lives conform to that model - the personal lives of politicians
are strictly irrelevant to the formulation of public policy. Of course, talking about the social value of the
family necessarily involves making some empirical claims, and I am not a social scientist myself. But I
have looked at the social science research and found weighty support for the view that married parents do
offer youngsters the best opportunity for a happy childhood – standard measures are health, how they do at
school, contact or not with crime or drugs, likelihood of suffering abuse or violence, or even a simple
measure like their chance of being excluded from school.1 And this, it seems to me is the right way to look
at the issue of the te family’– that is to say, to look at things from the point of view of children, rather than
focusing just on what adults might feel entitled to, or want for themselves.
Philosophical aspects
There is no single explanation for the disintegration of the family. It has been brought about by a whole
range of contributory causes, legal, social, scientific and economic - from changes in marriage and family
law and government economic and welfare policies, to scientific and medical advance, especially in the
area of the new reproductive technologies. There are also more deeply philosophical influences. Indeed, it
is possible to find the roots of some of today’s personal struggles in to the ancient philosophical tension
between permanence and flux. For it is that same tension that lies behind the life-style choices people make
today – some people seeking continuity in their personal lives, others opting for change. For those people
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for whom stability in relationships is a central need, the family is one of the few ways they have to break
down the solitude, the pure atomicity, of an individual life. Often, though, people find their lives disrupted
sometimes by their own choices, sometimes by the decisions of other people whom they trusted, or by
natural intrusions such as illness or death. The result of this can be loneliness, mental breakdown, or illness
brought on by the collapse of the network of dependency.
But there is, these days, an unconscious drift towards accepting the inevitability of flux and change as a
condition of modern living. Some people try to deal with that by cultivating the kind of emotional
detachment the ancient Stoics recommended. In practical terms, they may say that it’s better not to try to
hold on to a relationship that has gone stale. This response is reflected in changing short-term partnerships
and a casual attitude to divorce. But while the wisdom of ‘moving on’ has become almost an article of
faith for some, where relationships between adults are concerned, people still look for something constant
in their lives; hence the parent-child relationship has become more intense and unconditional than ever. So
when adult relationships break down, children can become pawns in a post-marital gender war. It is a war,
though, that in the end neither sex can win and this may explain the rise of organisations that offer separate
help to the various parties involved: ‘fathers for justice’ defending rights to contact with their children after
separation or divorce, groups providing refuges for women fleeing male violence, and charities like
Childline offering children an independent voice to apply in their own right for help and advice.
Just living together - the cohabitation option
Whatever the reason, however, it is clear that marriage, seen as the basis of the traditional family, now
competes with other alternatives in the way people choose to live their lives, so that in many
Western countries, the traditional, two-parent, one-earner family, has become a dwindling
phenomenon. The decline of marriage, however, has been counter-balanced by a vast expansion
of cohabitation – living together without marrying.2
Not everyone regards the increase in cohabiting in entirely negative terms. Indeed, it can be seen as a
positive aspect that having children outside marriage does not necessarily mean that mothers and children
are living alone, or even that there is a lack of parental involvement on the part of the father. 3
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However, this is to take a fairly short-term view of such situations and it offers no guarantee as to how the
longer term might work out. While policy makers and opinion-leaders seem ineluctably drawn to using the
term ‘stable relationships’ as a synonym for cohabitation, cohabiting relationships are statistically more
unstable than married ones. For there has been a change in what cohabitation actually means to couples. In
some cases, and in some cultural settings, it would have been regarded as a prelude to marriage and within
that pattern of expectations, the birth of a child would have led to the sealing of the relationship with
marriage. But the pattern today is different: whether people choose to cohabit because they actually prefer
more flexible relationships, or whether it is simply the case that marriage itself creates a more stable
framework, the fact is that cohabiting couples are more likely to separate than those who marry. 4 As a
result, a succession of short-term cohabitations is not unusual and the birth of a child or children may well
lead to the end of the relationship rather than its continuation in the form of marriage. 5
For those who value a free society, other things being equal, personal life is a matter for the individual.
However, when social costs are incurred, some aspects of personal life become a legitimate matter of public
concern. The trauma following divorce has been well-documented, less so the effect of changing short-term
cohabitations. It is reasonable to ask, then, why it is that people choose to cohabit. One obvious answer is
that they prefer to be free to move out or move on without legal hassle or interference. And indeed there is
some evidence to suggest that cohabitees do in fact behave more like single people than married people in
the way they live their individual lives and some, at least, will interpret the terms of the relationship to
exclude a commitment to fidelity as well as to long term continuity. 6 But these are very theoretical ways of
construing choices about personal relationships, and not everyone makes such decisions on the basis of
weighing up their lives in quite such explicit terms.
The philosophical case for marriage, on the other hand, can be made in terms of both Kantian and utilitarian
ethics. First, as far as the Kantian argument is concerned, marriage is based on a promise, and the marriage
promise, even if it is not in law treated in its formation or its enforcement as a contract, is recognisably an
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agreement by the parties to create a legal relation between them.7 The German philosopher Kant’s valuable,
and much misunderstood, claim in relation to promising was that promises made on the understanding that
they can be broken if, later on, that becomes convenient are not so much morally wrong as logically
incoherent. The institution of promising, Kant argued, would collapse under such an understanding. It
seems to me that the collapse of marriage as an institution is simply a striking illustration of the validity of
Kant’s argument. Secondly, looked at from a utilitarian perspective, marriage does have a role in promoting
the public good. This is an area in which many people’s interests are involved, both directly and indirectly.
Most obviously the interests of children need to be protected, but also the interests of the wider community,
since these are threatened by the power of family fragmentation to produce social instability.
Often it is the fear of being ‘judgmental’ that leads law-makers to exclude family matters from social or
political decision-making, and this reluctance to appear moralistic or judgmental has become a driving
force in policy-making. But the behaviour of adults has inevitable repercussions for children and this makes
marriage a justifiable concern from even the most objective and morally neutral perspective. The Canadian
ethical theorist Dan Cere identifies the changed view of the primary relationship as the cause of the
practical morass of often irresolvable claims concerning parenthood that is now encountered in family law.
He writes: ‘The ongoing disputes in family law are centrally about competing visions of marriage. While at
the far ends of a conceptual divide lie a bewildering variety of specific new proposals (same-sex marriage,
covenant marriage, de facto parenting, cohabitation, constitutional amendments to define marriage, and
more), these disputes begin with and are fuelled by dramatically different concepts of marriage and of the
role of the state in making family law.’8
This shift in the contemporary understanding of marriage may be more influential in practice than changing
economic strategies, important though these are, for these are unlikely in themselves to shake family
structure. Poverty and hardship, after all, have been a common experience of human beings and families
have faced them together. But when legal interventions combine with economic strategies that are
prejudicial to the traditional family, the tree begins to shake. Legal changes have contributed to the process
of structural disintegration in two ways: first, changes in divorce law, and second and more drastically, by
promoting changes in the public understanding of the family that risk overturning that original framework
altogether.
455 No-fault divorce
In the first context it is the shifts that have taken place in family law in relation to divorce in most Western
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countries, in particular, the move to no-fault divorce, that have been significant. Removing fault from
divorce can be seen as one aspect of an increasing willingness to discount technical and formal
requirements in personal matters and to recognise what exists de facto.
But marriage is a good mechanism for supporting long-term family investments and, as the British
economist Robert Rowthorn argues, by weakening the notion of marriage and the security it offered in the
past, no-fault divorce has undermined marriage as a trust-creating institution - as things stand, the marriage
contract has been diluted to the point that it is now much less binding than the average business deal.
Rowthorn believes that if opportunism by either sex is to be avoided, fault must be seen as relevant not only
to divorce settlements but also to decisions about the custody of children.9
But the debate about no-fault divorce is more deeply ideological than this. As the legal scholar Michael
Freeman observes: ‘A fault-based divorce law was a reflection of a particular view of marriage. But of what
is a no-fault divorce a reflection? What is left of the ideology of marriage? Is it a surprise that a new
ideology had to be constructed to take its place, one which emphasized the responsibilities of
parenthood?’10
‘New families’
Perhaps it is not surprising, then, that people have begun to look for solutions in radical new ways of
conceiving of the family, and that the simple conception of the biological triad, mother, father, and their
joint offspring – the common meaning of ‘family’ in the case of most other mammalian species – now finds
itself under serious challenge, while the idea has taken root that human families can be constructed, or put
together, in any way that people want. A necessary implication of this is that biology counts for little or
even nothing: that neither the mother-child relationship, nor the father-child relationship, understood in
biological terms, have any significance. All that matters is what adults want and what they set out to
achieve, and children can be expected to adapt to it, however it works out in practice.
In contrast to this, I believe that not only the pair-bond, but also the maternal tie and the bond between
father and child are powerful factors in human life. To take the mother bond first, there is no reason to
doubt the widely held view that a child who lacks the warm physical bond of mother-love has lost
9
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something which can only be partially compensated for by others, if at all. A wealth of empirical research
exists concerning that relationship. This ranges from Harlow’s sad experiments on monkeys to test the
effects of maternal deprivation to John Bowlby’s observations about the importance of the mother-infant
bond for child development. There are also more recent studies following up the lives of mothers who have
been in care themselves that show they often have difficulty in handling relationships with their own
children later on.11 There are, then, convincing practical reasons for the old-fashioned idea that mothers and
children need each other.
Feminists have often been prominent in defending the cause of women as mothers, but the overall impact of
some recent feminist thinking has been on the whole negative as far as the traditional family is concerned.
It is often linked to an analysis of the family that sees it as a source of women’s repression. But there is a
new wave of feminism that is more sympathetic to the family. For example, while Betty Frieden’s book
The Feminine Mystique had a seminal influence on the feminist movement of the 1970s, a decade later she
was prepared to set out a new vision of the family as ‘that last area where one has any hope of individual
control over one’s destiny, of meeting one’s basic human needs, of nourishing that core of personhood
threatened by vast impersonal institutions.’12 There is also a more thoughtful appreciation of the root idea of
the natural family amongst some feminists, although there is still a powerful lobby that supports a genderneutral perspective.13
Fathers
But there is something paradoxical about seeking gender-neutrality in what is, after all, the ultimate
sexually defined relationship of procreation – especially when this is done from a gender-defined
perspective. The philosopher Mary Warnock, who has greatly influenced practice in the area of assisted
reproduction, talking about her own early life, has said that she had a happy and comfortably secure
childhood, despite the fact that her father had died before she was born. She seemed to draw from this the
conclusion that the absence of a father is not crucial to a child. Of course, in a sense, nothing is crucial –
children are very resilient. But my own case was the other way round. Having lost my mother in infancy, I
always knew how important, indeed essential, to me my father was. And even if young children might not
seem troubled by the loss or absence of a male parent, fathers are generally acknowledged to have an
important role with older children. It is also clear that for some grown-up children who have been adopted
or otherwise cut off from them, the desire for contact with an unknown parent can be overwhelming. 14
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For this reason, I was disappointed when, in July 2007, Professor Ann Buchanan, having given important
evidence about her own research which effectively demonstrates the importance of fathers to a Committee
of the British Parliament that was scrutinising the draft Human Tissues and Embryos Bill, added that she
now thought that perhaps her research just showed that it was important to have two parents. 15 This
surprising shift was not, though, something she had tried to evaluate scientifically – she presented it simply
as a subsequent personal reflection. It has, however, has become one of the recommendations of the Joint
Committee in its Report relating to the forthcoming legislation.16

Fertility treatment and assisted reproduction
This recent and ongoing debate about the role of fathers was one aspect of another area that concerns the
family: the new reproductive technologies, and especially fertility treatment involving donation of gametes.
In practice, it has been found that people seeking assisted reproduction overwhelmingly do prefer, where
possible, to have children who are genetically related to them. But sometimes a couple who desperately
want a child will have no alternative but to use donated gametes if they are to fulfill that wish. For example,
this might be the only way they can avoid passing on a serious genetic condition. But the fertility industry
is a highly lucrative business and it has spread its net far beyond modest medical aims of this sort, while the
demand for assistance has gone much further too, pushing through the natural barriers of age, sex and even
death. It may well be time to pause in this rush for self-fulfillment by procreation, and think about what it
means to cut a child off from its genetic heritage and its own genetic relatives.
In the case of same-sex couples or single people, there is, in addition, the fact that the decision necessarily
involves creating a child who will not have the experience of a mother’s care, or else not have the
experience of a father’s care. And, as another philosopher has pointed out: ‘Creating children with the
intention that they not have a custodial father, or alternatively a custodial mother, is potentially just as
problematic as creating children divorced from their biological origins.’ 17 Whatever compensation may be
implicit in the situation, the remarkable fact is that what those who are often called ‘children of choice’ are
deprived of is something that, for the entire history of humankind, has been taken as a good and has so far
not needed to be proclaimed as a right - in the one case to a father /male parent, in the other to a mother/
female parent. And yet. as Jonathan Glover has observed: ‘The normal state for a child is to have one
parent of each sex. It is surely right to be very cautious about tampering with something so fundamental.’ 18
Now I don’t want to deny that sometimes alternative arrangements of these various kinds can be rewarding
for those involved, All the same, we still have to ask how far it is reasonable to build them into a new
conception of family, to be widely imitated and promoted, rather than recognising them as exceptional
15
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situations that necessarily involve some loss for the child. The kind of loss I have in mind is the loss bound
up in the insecurities, both personal and legal, of their situation. For the fact is that, for whatever reason,
same-sex relationships tend to be shorter than heterosexual ones and, when there have been joint
procreative ventures, they can – and often do - unwind disastrously into their original constituents in the
law courts.
Civil unions
These procreative issues are inextricably linked with the recent introduction of civil unions in a number of
countries. So it may be worth thinking more carefully about what a civil union is intended to do. Unlike the
historical approach to heterosexual marriage, civil unions tend not to be entered into in order to form a
procreative unit. Instead, the emphasis is on two people wanting to be with each other and to demonstrate
their personal commitment to each other to the world.
A reluctance to see such unions as the place for creating ‘new families’ via assisted reproduction is not
necessarily bound up with a belief that the state should place unreasonable obstacles in the path of samesex relationships, nor even that it should rule out in advance any particular caring arrangements for existing
children. But it would justify a slower pace of change and a more cautionary approach to the ‘new families’
ideology. For whatever view one takes of it, it is surely undeniable that we need more time to evaluate this
untested experiment with ways of first creating and then bringing up children.
My own view is that, while much public discussion is based on the assumption that there is a popular
demand for new modes of family formation, most people do in fact continue to favour the security of the
kind of family relationships provided by nature rather than the law-courts - the traditional, heterosexual
family defined by marriage and blood relationships. There remains, for many people, a deep intuitive
conviction that, as the Scottish philosopher David Hume put it, the relation of blood ‘creates the strongest
tie the mind is capable of in the love of parents for their children.’19
Powerful lobby groups, however, think otherwise and are influential in pressing their views. There is a
move in many Western countries to pursue change in line with the new ideology which seeks to replace the
concept of the biological family with the concept of ‘family’ as a social and legal construction. Nor is this
simply a harmless matter of concept-creation. The new ideology is designed to use conceptual change to
replace, in law and practice, biological claims to family relationships with social and legal criteria.
Birth Certificates
But whatever way people go about having or bringing up their babies, there is an ancillary issue which is,
to my mind, even more important. It is the claim that people are at least entitled to know about their own
19
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origins, something now almost universally accepted in the case of adoption. They have a right not to be
deliberately deceived about their ancestry by a medico-legal conspiracy designed explicitly to conceal it
from them.
So what are we to say about the unreflective stampede in various Western countries, including potentially
Britain, to change the nature of birth certificates altogether so that they no longer record biological or
genetic origins? New Zealand is considering allowing five people to be named on a person’s birth
certificate, Canada and Spain have already legislated for non-related same sex partners to be listed in place
of a genetic parent – and Canada has moved, indeed, to exclude recognition of the category of biological
parent and any indication of sex or gender from the whole field of family law.20

Even apart from any psychological or emotional need a person may have to know their biological origins,
there is a medical aspect. If accompanied by medical and legal secrecy, both genetic research and the care
of people with genetically-related medical conditions could be seriously adversely affected. Faced with
these possibilities, some clauses in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child take on a new
contemporary relevance: Article 7 specifies that: ‘The child shall be registered immediately after birth and
shall have the right from birth to a name, the right to acquire a nationality and, as far as possible, the right
to know and be cared for by his or her parents.’ And, according to Article 8: quote States Parties undertake
to respect the right of the child to preserve his or her identity, including nationality, name and family
relations as recognized by law without unlawful interference.’21
The genetic chain: identity and culture
Why does genetic ancestry matter so much? One answer to this is that children who are deprived of
knowledge of, or contact with, their genetic origins are exiles from the kinship network – they are orphans
in a sense previously unknown to human beings. They may in fact have unknown half-siblings, cousins,
aunts, grandparents, but they will never meet them. Of course, there is every chance that they will be
provided with an alternative family network that will provide love and security, but the subtle similarities
of genetic relationships may come to haunt them in the future, particularly when they have children of their
own and start to look for such things as shared resemblances, attitudes, interests, tendencies, qualities of
character and physical features in their own offspring.
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There is something very powerful about this desire to look back – to understand your own past. As a wise
Chinese proverb says: ‘To forget one’s ancestors is to be a brook without a source, a tree without a root.’
So it is the attack on biology that is, perhaps the most recent and most damaging development in the story
of the family. This was publicly acknowledged by the President of the International Society of Family Law,
Marie-Thérèse Meulders when she said: ‘One of the main contemporary issues is the choice between the
biological or the sociological truth as the legal basis of parenthood, and this is true not only for children
born from assisted procreation, but also for adoption, fostering, step-parentage, and so on.’22
State versus Family
I have touched here on a wide range of family issues, but there are some related key issues which I have not
been able to discuss. For example, I said earlier that there can be bad parents, but I did not raise the issue of
how far this can justify giving enforcement powers to the state. The argument for being extremely sparing
in intervention of this sort is this: you can nearly always point to a better way for any particular child to be
brought up. So unless you acknowledge the primacy of the biological parent, you are providing a
justification for the state to remove any child to what it deems to be a good or better care situation. Of
course, parents can make mistakes, but this is not as much of a disaster as it is when the state makes a
mistake, since the state’s mistakes are ubiquitous – they affect everyone. When state and family conflict,
then, it would only be in extreme circumstances that I would choose the state.
I mention this in order to stress that mine is an essentially libertarian message. This may sound surprising,
for this is not how libertarianism in relation to the family is usually interpreted. The libertarian is, of course,
the friend of the minimal state. But even the minimal state must fulfil two functions:
a)

it must make it possible for adults to enter into contracts with each other and I have argued
that marriage is at least a quasi-contract, and one that has been devalued to the point where it
is easier to get out of a marriage than out of a mortgage.

b) it must protect the vulnerable. Children are vulnerable and, as I have argued, they can be
deprived of important rights, not only in childhood, but even at the embryonic stage, when
they can be deprived of future rights Later on in childhood, they are vulnerable to parental
separation decisions and to the decisions those parents make about their care and custody. The
life of a child bargained over and split in two by judicial decree is seldom trouble-free and
‘new families’ may not be as good for children as their advocates often suppose.
Summing up
I hope I have said enough here to indicate the way in which, in The Fragmenting Family, I sought to build a
philosophy of the family, to assemble the fragments of argument from various sources, from philosophy
itself, from social research, from economic analysis and legal judgement, from feminism, science and
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bioethics. I took on that task because I could see that the challenge to the family was coming from this
multiplicity of diverse sources, usually looked at only separately and independently. So I decided to start at
the beginning of the debate about the family, to locate its basic premises, and to follow the argument where
it led.
I ended by challenging some of the cherished ‘idols’ or dogmas of our day: the belief that whatever the
personal evidence of shattered lives, divorce or parting doesn’t hurt, that deep attachments can be
unilaterally shattered; that what adults in their personal lives do cannot seriously harm their children; that
not making a commitment in the first place can solve the problem – that cohabiting is better than, or at least
as good as, marrying; that genetic relationships don’t matter – that genetic ancestry is available for sale or
transfer; that populations and cultures in decline can ultimately survive; that ‘family’ can mean whatever
we want it to mean. And it is these, it seems to me, that must count as the serious mistakes of the last half
century.
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