‘Marriage is an outdated moral practice’ Discuss.

Marriage is a practice dating back to the beginnings of recorded history; a practice believed by some to be as old as the human race itself (according to believers in Adam and Eve). Consequently, some people may assert that since society has changed and come a long way since ancient times, marriage has become an outdated concept and deserves no place in the modern world. On the other hand, some may argue that marriage is a bond of love and commitment that is universal to all times and cultures, a union sanctioned by God and intended to be practiced for the whole duration of mankind’s existence on earth. 

One of the reasons why people may think that marriage is an outdated moral practice is that society is becoming more and more secular while marriage remains a practice rooted in religion. Therefore people may argue that since a belief in God is itself becoming outdated as science offers alternative explanations for the origins and workings of the universe such as the theory of evolution, practices associated with God have no point. Traditionally, a concept central to marriage was that marriage is the means through which two people can come to be regarded as lawful for one another in the eyes of God. But it may be argued that if people no longer believe in God, then marriage is simply an unnecessary legal contract with no moral significance, and therefore need not be a required of two people who wish to cohabit. It may also be claimed that if belief in God no longer remains, then the absolutist principle of pre-marital sex being immoral advocated by many world religions and theories like Natural Law, no longer applies.

Another reason why marriage may be regarded as outdated is because of society’s changing attitude towards cohabitation. Generally, most people have now adopted a libertarian approach to sex. This is the view that sex is morally permissible if there is mutual agreement and consent between the participating parties and no one is being harmed or having their freedom infringed. Sex does not necessarily have to be linked to marriage, love, commitment or reproduction.  It may be argued that in contrast, marriage was previously socially necessary for two people to live together, unlike today. Otherwise, a couple would be considered immoral and frowned upon. However, today, cohabitation is considered perfectly normal and acceptable, so it may be pointed out that there is no practical purpose in a couple going that extra step and promising to commit themselves to each other for life. Thus, whereas marriage used to mean a significant life change, it now results in no significant change in lifestyle for a couple, so there is no point to it. 

Furthermore, moral relativists like Mackie may argue that the function of marriage as a stabiliser of society and for the security of women is no longer necessary. Relativists believe that ‘there is nothing which is absolutely invariably right or wrong’ including marriage, and that what is morally right depends on the circumstances and culture. People may reason that in previous times, women were not educated enough, nor were allowed to work as equals with men, and so needed the financial support of a man, and couldn’t raise children on their own. Therefore, the institute of marriage and harsher attitudes towards sex before marriage were needed so that if women became pregnant, they became so in the confines of marriage, meaning they and their children would be legally and financially provided for. However, since contraception has improved, and women now work and are thus less dependant on men, marriage as a precaution in case of pregnancy is no longer such an important issue. Thus, another reason why marriage is important is lost.

Feminists may also argue that marriage should no longer operate in society as it was originally established in a male-dominated society with the roles of wives being defined in a patriarchal system. The role of a wife was traditionally to cook, clean, raise the children and ‘obey’ her husbands for life, so marriage, by its essential nature is repressive to women, disempowering them by restricting their social status. Christian thinkers of the past like Aquinas believed that a woman needs a husband to control her ‘since the male is both more perfect in reasoning and stronger in his powers’ – clearly a statement that feminists would disagree with! Thus, if modern society truly regards women as equals, marriage should be overthrown as a symbol of the woman’s self-reliance and equality. Extreme feminists such as Jill Jonhston (1974) even argue for the separation of men and women and for sex among women as a political statement to undermine male power! In this way, some feminists may argue that marriage is an outdated moral practice.

Those who feel marriage is morally outdated may also argue that the legal system gives greater rights and advantages to married couples than cohabitees, which is unfair. All couples should be equally regarded, married or unmarried, heterosexual or homosexual. In this connection, another reason thy marriage may be seen as outdated is because it is essentially a heterosexual institution, not acknowledging the rise in homosexuality. 

On the other hand, there are many people who believe that marriage is still very much an integral part of society and in hence not at all morally outdated. It may be argued that since marriage is an important part of people’s faith, and religion is still a major part of many people’s lives, marriage maintains a respectful acknowledgement in many people’s mind. People may assert that religious practices like marriage are as relevant today as in ancient times, as the ultimate truth of God’s existence has not changed. Consequently, beliefs about the way God wants us to live our lives should be no different. God has created the bond of marriage so that two people may live together and lawfully satisfy their desires, and he has not revealed any new scripture in modern times to suggest that marriage is no longer a requirement of a couple. Just because contraception is now more reliable and people’s attitudes to sex outside of marriage in some societies have changed, does not mean pre-marital sex is now acceptable in the eyes of God. Therefore, it may be asserted that marriage is as much of a moral practice today as it was before.

Moreover the principles that marriage embodies – those of love, trust, companionship, and commitment to one another, should still be vital ingredients of relationships, not subject to changes in society. The roles of husband and wife within marriage may well change according to the times, and views like ‘the wife should be subservient to the husband’ may indeed now be outdated, but the essential purposes and precepts of marriage are not. Furthermore, many people still believe that marriage still holds a vital role in maintaining the fabric of society, as it provides steady companionship for people and a stable environment for bringing up children.

There are many ethical theories, which can be applied to marriage to show that it is not outdated. Utilitarians may argue that marriage still results in ‘the greatest happiness for the greatest number’ (The Principle of Utility as proposed by Bentham) as opposed to cohabitation, so is not outdated. Utilitarianism is a relativistic teleological theory, which claims that an action or practice is good or bad depending on how much pleasure or pain it results in, in a particular situation. Bentham believed that we could measure pain and pleasure quantitatively using the Hedonic calculus, which would ‘point out what we ought to do, as well as what we shall do’. Utilitarians may argue that by applying the seven aspects of the calculus to marriage (intensity, duration, certainty, propinquity, fecundity, purity and extent) one can see that cohabitation results in less happiness than marriage. For example, the certainty of breakdown in cohabitation is six times greater than that of marriage, the likelihood and risk of rejection in favour of another is greater, cohabitation results in more single-parent families and reduced responsible fatherhood, and according to Phillipa Taylor cohabiting women are 10% more likely to experience domestic violence compared to married women – all things leading to unhappiness. Thus it may be argued from a utilitarian stance, that marriage is more of a moral practice than cohabitation.

Advocates of Virtue Ethics may argue that marriage helps one to improve as a person, subsequently leading to eudaimonia, as things needed for a good marriage, such as selflessness, commitment, trustworthiness and ability to love are considered virtues. Aristotle argues that eudaimonia (a good life) is desirable as the highest good as it is worth having for its own sake. Aristotle also believes that the best and happiest life involves living well in society with regards for the interests of others and a concern for society’s development and education of future generations. Since marriage provides an environment in which people can develop and practice qualities of the ‘golden mean’ that are productive for living in society, it is a moral practice that is not outdated. Virtue ethicists, who believe that morality is not about the actions of the moral agent but the character, and that in consideration of the morality of a practice one should ask oneself ‘what the hypothetical moral exemplar would do were he in our shoes’ may also point out that marriage is a moral practice, as many virtuous people of the past, have gotten married as opposed to cohabiting.

Kantian ethics and application of the categorical imperative is also more likely to lead to a conclusion in favour of marriage. Categorical imperatives are absolute and are ‘ends in themselves’ representing someone’s duty that they should fulfil irrespective of the consequences simply because it is their duty (thus the theory is deontological).They are to be worked out using ‘pure practical reason’ and ‘good will’ based on the law: ‘Act as if the maxim of your action were to become through your will a universal law of nature’ in ‘a kingdom of ends’. People may argue that according to this marriage is likely to be considered the moral practice as opposed to cohabitation, as even today people would be unwilling to universalise the maxim ‘marriage is always wrong’. On the other hand, cohabitation may be considered as treating others as ‘a means to an end’ for the fulfilment of ones own desires, without any commitment involved. Thus marriage is unlikely to be labelled as outdated from a Kantian perspective, whereas cohabitation may be considered immoral. (However this really depends on what a person is willing to universalise and how detailed the maxim is as to the situation – some may be willing to universalise marriage as always being wrong. This indicates a flaw in the concept of the categorical imperative.)

In conclusion some people such as feminists and relativists may argue that marriage is an outdated moral practice due to people’s changing attitudes towards issues like cohabitation. Nevertheless, many still hold that marriage still has an important place in the world and the principles behind it, such as a commitment to life long companionship, are still relevant in today’s society.

