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The Nature of Marriage
Question: What is the nature or essence of marriage? 
To answer this question, we need to identify the essential characteristics of marriage. Consider the following candidates:
· beginning with a kiss;

· holding between two and only two people;

· holding between a man and a woman;

· holding between non-relatives;

· holding between those who are in (romantic) love;

· holding between persons;

· holding unconditionally;

· holding permanently;

· involving sexual activity or an obligation to engage in sexual activity;

· involving faithfulness or an obligation to faithfulness;

· being a purely religious phenomenon;

· being a purely social phenomenon;

· being a purely legal phenomenon;

· being a contract (“bond”);

· involving social recognition as a marriage;

· involving the obligation to care for or otherwise benefit;

· having the function of protecting the welfare of children;

· having the function of regulating social interactions; 
· having the function of promoting long-term committed love relationships.
Once we have identified the essential characteristics of marriage we can give a definition of marriage. The following seems to be on the right track:

x and y are married iff

(i) there exists a contract C that holds between x and y, 

(ii) C holds indefinitely;

(iii) C confers certain social, moral, and legal obligations O upon x and y, and
(iv) O involves the social, moral, and legal obligation for x to care for or otherwise benefit y and for y to care for or otherwise benefit x.

Besides reciprocal care-for (vs. care-about), which obligations constitute O? That depends on the marriage – in particular, the societal and legal context in which the marriage takes place. For instance, the obligations possessed by those in traditional Christian marriages are quite different from the obligations possessed by those in marriages of convenience. Perhaps certain obligations (e.g., faithfulness) are default obligations of marriage – i.e., obligations that are incurred by entering into marriage unless they are explicitly mutually cancelled.
Arguments for Marriage
Protect the Children Argument
P1) People have an interest in x if x protects children (i.e., promotes good child-rearing).

P2) People ought to maintain and promote x if people have an interest in x.

C1) Therefore, people ought to maintain and promote x if x protects children.

P3) Children are more likely to develop normally if children are raised by both mother and father.

P4) Children are more likely to be raised by both mother and father if mother and father are married.

C2) Therefore, children are more likely to develop normally if mother and father are married.

P5) If children are more likely to develop normally if mother and father are married, then marriage protects children.

C3) Therefore, marriage protects children.

C4) Therefore, people ought to maintain and promote marriage.

Promote Love Relationships Argument

P1) People have an interest in x if x promotes long-term committed love relationships (because such relationships foster values that are central to their well-being – e.g., trust, loyalty, etc.).

P2) People ought to maintain and promote x if people have an interest in x.

C1) Therefore, people ought to maintain and promote x if x promotes long-term committed love relationships.
P3) People are more likely to remain in a committed love relationship if they are married.

P4) If people are more likely to remain in a committed love relationship if they are married, then marriage promotes long-term committed love relationships.


C2) Therefore, marriage promotes long-term committed love relationships.

C3) Therefore, people ought to ought to maintain and promote marriage.

The Common Good Argument
P1) For any institution Σ, Σ furthers the common good if and only if (i) Σ is indispensable for enabling people to fulfill certain serious desires that they have, (ii) Σ does not impose any serious burdens on anyone else, and (iii) Σ violates no principle of justice.
P2) Marriage is indispensable for enabling people to fulfill certain serious desires that they have.

P3) Marriage does not impose any serious burdens on anyone else. 

P4) Marriage violates no principle of justice.

C1) Therefore, marriage furthers the common good.
P5) If Σ furthers the common good, then people ought to maintain and promote Σ.

C2) Therefore, people ought to maintain and promote marriage.
Arguments against Marriage
The Contract-Intolerant Argument
P1) If x is married to y, then x has certain obligations to y.

P2) If x has obligations to y, then x might experience his/her obligations to y as alien (i.e., externally imposed) impositions.

P3) If x might experience his/her obligations to y as alien impositions, then x might feel resentment towards y and form a desire to reestablish his/her independence from y.

P4) If x might feel resentment towards y and form a desire to reestablish his/her independence from y, then it might be difficult for x to romantically love y.
C1) Therefore, if x is married to y, then it might be difficult for x to romantically love y.
P5) If x has obligations to y, then y cannot be sure that x is motivated to fulfill those obligations by concern for x rather than by a disinclination to violate his/her obligations to y.

P6) If y cannot be sure that x is motivated to fulfill those obligations by concern for x rather than by a disinclination to violate his/her obligations to y, then it is difficult for y to receive periodic assurance from x.

P7) If it is difficult for y to receive periodic assurance from x, then it might be difficult for y to romantically love x.
C2) Therefore, if x is married to y, then it might be difficult for y to romantically love x.
Other attacks on marriage:

1. Marriage maintains the status quo of male domination over and exploitation of females.

2. Marriage unduly restricts the range of acceptable adult affection.

3. Marriage “systematically promotes conjugal insecurity, jealousy, and alienation.”
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